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Summary 
 
“Mixed race” identities are increasingly important for academics and 
policy makers around the world.  In many multicultural societies, individuals of 
mixed ancestry are identifying outside of traditional racial categories, posing a 
challenge to systems of racial classification, and to sociological understandings of 
race.  Singapore and New Zealand illustrate the complex relationship between 
state categorization and individual identities.  Both countries are diverse, with 
high rates of intermarriage, and a legacy of colonial racial organization. However, 
New Zealand’s emphasis on voluntary, fluid ethnic identity and Singapore’s fixed 
four-race framework provide key points of contrast.  Each represents the 
opposite end of the spectrum in addressing “mixed race”: multiple ethnic options 
have been recognized in New Zealand for several decades, while symbolic 
recognition is now being implemented in Singapore.   
This research explores histories of racial formation in New Zealand and 
Singapore, focusing on narratives of racial formation.  The project examines two 
simultaneous processes: how individuals of mixed heritage negotiate identities 
within a racially structured framework, and why - how racial classification has 
affected this over time.  Using a narrative lens, state-level narratives of racial 
formation are juxtaposed with individual narratives of identity.  “Mixedness” is 
then approached from a different angle, moving away from classifications of 
identity, towards a characterization of narratives of reinforcement, 
accommodation, transcendence and subversion.   
Drawing on a series of 40 interviews, this research found similarities and 
differences across the two contexts.  In Singapore, against a racialized framework 
with significant material consequences, top-down changes sought to symbolically 
acknowledge mixedness, without upsetting the multiracial balance.  In New 
Zealand, state efforts to remove “race” from public discourse allow ethnicity to 
be understood more flexibly, yet this has not always translated easily to everyday 
life.  For individuals in Singapore, narratives were shaped by a racialized 
background, as they located themselves within pervasive racial structures.  In 
New Zealand, stories were positioned against a dual narrative of fluidity and 
racialization, reflected in narratives that embraced ambiguity while referring back 
to racialized categories.   
	   v 
The four narrative characterizations illustrated the diversity of stories 
within each context, yet highlighted certain patterns.  Narratives of transcendence 
were present in both countries, illustrating how historical racialization can be 
rejected.  Narratives of accommodation were more common in New Zealand, as 
the dissonance between public and private understandings of mixedness was less 
stark.  Narratives of reinforcement were more frequently seen in Singapore, 
mirroring colonial/post-colonial projects of racial formation in which personal 
stories were located.  Narratives of subversion were present in both countries, 
but were more common in New Zealand, where subversion required less 
conscious effort. 
Overall, this research drew out how identity can diverge from official 
classification, as individuals worked to navigate difference at an everyday level.  
State acknowledgements of mixedness served to highlight the continued 
dissonance between fluid identities and fixed racial categories, as well as the 
unique balance of racialized choice and constraint in Singapore and in New 
Zealand.  Personal narratives revealed the creative ways in which people crossed 
boundaries, and the everyday negotiations between classification, heritage, and 
experience in living mixed identities.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 
Background 
The rise of “mixed race” identities has been the subject of growing 
academic and political interest over the past two decades, particularly in the 
American and British contexts.  In multicultural societies, increasing numbers of 
individuals of mixed ancestry are opting to identify outside of traditionally 
defined racial categories, challenging systems of racial classification and 
sociological understandings of “race”.  The concept of racial mixing has a long 
and varied history across different contexts, from historical pathologies to more 
recent celebrations of mixedness.  However, whether seen as inherently 
transgressive or progressive, racialized boundary crossing is still commonly 
perceived as different, and potentially threatening to established social structures.  
As a result, attempts to recognize or assert mixed identities have frequently been 
met with resistance and resentment. 
“Mixed race” is not easy to define, encompassing aspects of ancestry, 
identity, culture and classification.  Highlighting the fluidity of identities, feelings 
of mixedness do not necessarily fit neatly with mixed heritage: an individual of 
mixed parentage may not identify as mixed, privately or publically.  Neither can 
mixedness be generalized as a type of experience akin to an ethnic or racial 
group, as the commonality of mixedness is based on difference and dislocation, 
rather than sameness and positioning (Song 2012).  Nevertheless, the changing 
meanings of “mixed race” across time provide key insights into the sociological 
concepts of race and ethnicity, and how these relate to personal experiences of 
identity and belonging.  Within increasingly multicultural and mixed populations, 
identities which transcend racial boundaries reveal the weaknesses of 
classification structures, and the blurred edges of ethnic and racial groups in the 
face of dynamic social change (Parker and Song 2001). 
Drawing on these issues, this dissertation explores “mixed race” identities 
in Singapore and New Zealand, as two multicultural yet structurally divergent 
societies.  The project looks at individuals of mixed Chinese and European 
parentage, a population (but not necessarily a cohesive group) present in both 
countries, with experiences reflecting power dynamics and sociohistorical 
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implications within either society.  This focus fills a gap in the literature: while 
there is a growing body of work emerging in the North American and British 
contexts, understandings and experiences of “mixed race” across different 
contexts have not been explored in significant depth (see Edwards et al. 2012).  
While much previous work has explored the fluid and situational nature of 
identity, and the diversity of ways to be mixed, this study illustrates how these 
concepts and findings are applicable to or divergent from two structurally very 
different societies.  New Zealand and Singapore provide important contrast cases 
in this respect: both in comparison with each other, and as compared to the 
histories of racial formation and the contemporary realities of mixed identities in 
the US and the UK. 
To better understand “mixed race” at micro and macro levels in these 
under-studied comparative contexts, the structural and experiential 
manifestations of (mixed) race are placed at the centre of analysis, through a 
novel application of racial formation theory (Omi and Winant 1986, 1994).  This 
framework underpins an investigation into why ancestrally similar “mixed race” 
identities are understood differently, and how racial projects of mixedness (the 
everyday personal and institutional negotiations around mixed race) differ across 
contexts.  It also explores whether “mixed race” identities undermine the validity 
of racial categories, or merely create a new racialized category for belonging.  
This project understands “mixed race” as a socially constructed category, drawing 
on the equally constructed category of “race”1.  It is, however, a category that has 
real and lasting effects and meanings for the lives of individuals and the 
trajectories of societies. 
Though a narrative understanding of identity and racial formation, I seek 
to better capture this complexity.  This research looks at “mixedness” from a 
fresh angle, moving away from classification of forms of mixed identity, towards a 
new characterization of mixed narratives (drawing on Somers 1994).  Characterizing 
narratives approaches identity as complex, variable and fluid, rather than static 
and able to be classified.  Tracing threads of racial formation, the research 
juxtaposes state-level narratives of racial formation with individual narratives of 
identity creation, development and maintenance.  This project examines two 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Although “race” is understood as a social construction rather than a biological reality, for clarity, 
scare quotes will henceforth not be used. 
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simultaneous processes: how individuals of mixed heritage negotiate and narrate 
their racial identities within a racially structured and gendered social framework, 
and why - the ways in which the institutionalization and classification of race have 
affected this negotiation and narration over time and across contexts (see also 
Siddique 1990:107).  This under-theorized connection between structure and 
agency is key to developing a richer understanding of “mixed race” identity as a 
social phenomenon and strategic identity choice, rather than a psychological 
feature.  Such an approach to mixedness draws on previous work on complex, 
hybrid identities, providing further insight into the complexity of identity within 
social structure, and the inherently fluid and multifaceted nature of all identities. 
 
Sociological importance 
The social importance and malleability of the concept of race is 
illuminated by a study of “mixed race”, and its meanings for the state, society and 
the individual.  The biological and social underpinnings of racial meanings come 
to the surface when focusing on how purportedly separate races can “mix”.  
Mixedness both challenges and reinforces assumptions of biology and blood, 
highlighting how racialized categories are constraining and inaccurate, as well as 
the power of the social construction of race to permeate individual and social 
understandings of identity (Morning 2011; Ropp 1997).  The diversity of “mixed 
race” formations draws out this intertwining between the social, political, 
historical and biological, stressing the simultaneous fluidity and fixity of both 
mixed and “singular” racial identities. 
Recognition of such fluidity has allowed the scholarly focus on mixedness 
to shift from pathologizing to celebratory, yet this should equally be approached 
with caution.  Focusing on multiple, fluid and hybrid identities provides an 
important perspective on the complexity of all identities, but an assertion of 
“mixed race” as embodied fluidity must also bear in mind the racialized and 
gendered processes and structures in which this mixedness is lived (Mahtani 
2005:78).  “Mixed race” does not necessarily overturn conceptions of race, nor is 
a mixed identity always a stand against racism or racialization, drawing as it does 
on historically determined racial categories.  A focus on “mixed race” needs to 
approach concepts of identity and difference as historically located and shifting, 
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exploring both the identity negotiations and the conditions and meanings of such 
negotiations, in contexts where mixedness is (and is not) asserted (Parker and 
Song 2009:585).  Tracing these negotiations, this study looks particularly at the 
structurally determined racial/ethnic options available for individuals, and the 
social and political consequences of constructing identities within, between and 
outside of these options (see Waters 1990).  The choices available for personal 
and political identification are shaped by context, and the options and boundaries 
around mixedness present an underexplored area, particularly when looking at 
how these options are constrained and created by the individual and wider 
society (Song and Aspinall 2012:2). 
Highlighting wider questions of the consequences of and motivations for 
(mixed) identity, this research begins at a time when mixed identities are 
becoming politically and socially prominent in many countries.  The contexts of 
New Zealand and Singapore, as explored in this work, provide ideal comparisons 
to understand the linkages between individual mixed identities and 
“multiraciality” at the group level, as well the motivations behind and impacts of 
official recognition.  Such recognition has occurred for over two decades in New 
Zealand, and is only just beginning in Singapore.  In order to move away from 
quantitative measurements of racial identity and psychological models of identity 
development, this study approaches identity and identification from a narrative 
point of view.  By exploring narratives of mixedness, I highlight the tension 
between complicated identities and singular categories of belonging, the 
dissonance between racial categories and the complex reality of everyday life.  My 
research illustrates the negotiations around private and public forms of identity, 
and how these relate to categorization and wider contexts and histories. 
 
Research outline 
“Mixed race” is understood and experienced differently in the 
multicultural contexts of Singapore and New Zealand.  This project seeks to 
place contemporary state frameworks, social beliefs and individual experiences of 
mixedness in sociohistorical perspective in either country.  New Zealand and 
Singapore illustrate opposite ends of the spectrum in how “mixed race” has been 
addressed in the past: New Zealand’s emphasis on voluntary and fluid ethnic 
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identity and Singapore’s fixed four-race framework provide key points of 
comparison to other national contexts.  By looking at individuals of mixed 
Chinese and European descent in these two countries, important issues around 
race, gender, post-colonial hierarchies and minority/majority relations can be 
addressed, exploring personal stories in the context of national narratives.  
In both cases, individual narratives of mixedness are constructed through 
individual and group projects within the framework of the racial state.  However, 
identification as “mixed race” can result in dissonance for the individual within 
the racialized state framework, with individual racial identities either disrupting, 
maintaining, or even reinforcing the status quo.  In Singapore, individual 
narratives of mixedness or “raceless” identities subvert the openly racial narrative 
of the national four-race framework.  Such identities are symbolically recognized 
through the recent inclusion of double-barrelled races, but do not meaningfully 
disrupt the categories.  In New Zealand, individual narratives also break out of 
the national framework, contrasting changing and complex individual narratives 
and experiences of race with the ostensibly liberal formation of multiple 
ethnicities put forward by the state.  Mixed identities are positioned precariously 
against the bicultural/multicultural tension within New Zealand society, as 
mixedness is officially recognized, but socially questioned. 
Through the juxtaposition of individual narrative characterizations and 
macro histories of racial formation, this research sheds light on the ways different 
structural formations create, reinforce and/or suppress “mixed race” identities.  I 
explore how stricter single race classifications in Singapore and more fluid, 
multiple classifications in New Zealand impact the options available to 
individuals of mixed descent, which options they identify with/make practical use 
of, and why.  Importantly, this research highlights the discontinuities between 
public and private narratives, contrasting static, racialized classifications and fluid, 
lived identities. 
To do this, this study explores several key questions, under one broad, 
guiding question:   
What is the relationship between narratives of racial formation at the state level 
and personal narratives of mixed identity for individuals of mixed 
Chinese/European descent in Singapore and New Zealand?  
	   6 
• How have historical processes of (mixed) racial formation in Singapore 
and New Zealand resulted in the present-day systems of racial 
understandings and classification?  How are these narratives and 
boundaries maintained and transgressed?  
• How do individuals of mixed descent experience and narrate their 
personal racial and gendered identities in everyday life?  Do their 
narratives reinforce, compete with or subvert national narratives of race? 
• When do individual narratives and projects of mixed identity translate to 
group identities against the structural background of the state?  
• How do state narratives of racial formation coincide with or diverge from 
individual narratives of identity and belonging?  How do racial projects at 
macro, meso and micro levels connect “mixed race” from the individual 
and the state?  
 
This focus allows for analysis at multiple levels, recognizing the interpersonal and 
individual, as well the structural and social influences on “mixed race”.  It makes 
a distinction between “mixed race” identity and “mixed race” identification, 
through a lens of state categorization, highlighting instances where identity and 
identification overlap, reinforce and even disconnect (Brunsma 2005; 
Rockquemore et al. 2009).   
My research begins with two in-depth historical studies of race and 
“mixed race” in New Zealand and Singapore, as the background for the personal 
narratives of forty individuals of mixed Chinese and European descent.  These 
narratives illustrate different meanings of race, heritage, mixedness and belonging 
at macro and micro levels, and how racialized hierarchies influence and shape 
everyday lives.  This qualitative focus compares macro and micro narratives, 
using personal stories to illuminate how race is constructed and maintained at the 
levels of state categorization and social interaction, and the continuing lived 
complexity of racial and ethnic identities when mixedness is concerned (see also 
Hoskins 2007; LeFlore-Muñoz 2010).  
 
Organization of thesis 
 To bring these issues together in a coherent manner, this dissertation is 
divided into eight chapters.  Chapter One provides an introductory overview of 
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the research project as a whole, and a road map for the dissertation.  Chapter 
Two is an in-depth literature review, drawing out the history and theoretical 
legacy of “mixed race”, and highlighting racial formation theory as the theoretical 
background for this project.  The theoretical and methodological framework is 
then presented in Chapter Three, focusing on the new contribution of narratives 
of racial formation in connecting macro and micro levels of analysis.  Chapter 
Four traces the treads of racialization and “mixed race” across New Zealand and 
Singapore, comparing and contrasting colonial and post-colonial narratives of 
race, identity and belonging. 
 Moving on to personal narratives of identity, Chapter Five begins at the 
macro level, exploring how narratives construct and relate to state classification, 
national belonging and notions of civic identity.  Chapter Six develops these 
themes further at the meso level, bringing in stories of race, ethnicity and 
belonging, and how individuals negotiate being Chinese, European, neither and 
both across different contexts.  Chapter Seven adds a further micro-level 
dimension, looking at the intersections between identities, and how belonging 
can be negotiated and changed, as personal narratives are constructed both 
within and against wider national narratives.  Chapter Eight concludes the 
research, drawing together and reiterating the key findings of the thesis, to re-
story the disconnected themes and explore personal narratives as structured 
wholes.  It then presents the main contributions to the field, assessing the validity 
of the research itself and suggesting possibilities for future investigation. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review and Theoretical Background 
 
 The topics of “mixed race” and “mixed ethnic identity” fall under a 
number of broad but interconnected research areas, from micro level 
investigations of identity development, and studies of intermarriage and 
intermixing, to more general analyses of race, classification, and cultural change.  
Framing the research project, this chapter provides an overview of wider 
sociological issues around contemporary perceptions of “mixed race”, before 
critically exploring frameworks for understanding mixedness. 
 
Race and “mixed race” 
Research on “mixed race” fundamentally relates to the understanding of 
race itself.  “Mixed race” highlights the balance between recognizing the 
constructed nature of race and its continued social importance, and perpetuating 
its social construction through reification of the idea that pure races can mix 
(Cheng 2004; Rockquemore et al. 2009).  Race is commonly understood as a 
socially and politically constructed concept within the social sciences, a form of 
social organization which erroneously links phenotype and ancestry to 
assessments of personal and social qualities and intrinsic worth.  
European racial theory placed significant value on purity and blood 
descent, using ancestry and descent as a means to stratify society and disempower 
certain groups2 (Perkins 2005; Wetherell and Potter 1992).  With the 
development of genetics research and the international reaction to World War II, 
the biological basis for racial categorization was widely discredited in the second 
half of the twentieth century (UNESCO 1951).  It was found that human 
biological variation is not patterned along racial lines, as the majority of genetic 
variation occurs within, rather than between, racial groups (American 
Anthropological Association 1998; Lewontin 1972).  Nevertheless, the 
assumptions behind and reasons for these biological understandings of race 
lingered.  Moving forward, it became the practices and symbols of hierarchy and 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Similar discourse also developed outside of Europe and North America.  In nineteenth century 
China, folk notions of patrilineal descent and lineage fed into an influential discourse of racialized 
belonging and national identity, with widespread impacts in the region (Dikotter 1992:vii, 
1996:593). 
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difference, rather than the biology of race itself, which reinforced the significance 
of race in everyday life. 
 The conceptual and practical strength of race remains pervasive and 
insidious, continuing to structure social relations and political institutions in 
many contexts, and particularly in post-colonial societies (Omi and Winant 1986).  
While race itself is a biological fiction, it is a social “fact” in terms of continued 
everyday importance (Espiritu et al. 2000:128).  The diverse hierarchies, 
oppressions and identities which have come to rely on racialized understandings 
of the social world remain salient, and it is this interdependency which underpins 
the contemporary strength of race (Gilroy 2004). 
 In everyday life, the legacies of race and racial classification are powerful.  
Race, with its reliance on the body, highlights the fact of phenotypical difference, 
and brings with it the assumptions and hierarchies pertaining to that difference.  
Race is thus both everywhere and nowhere (Malik 1996), disappearing into 
membership of the majority for some, and passed down as stigma with very real 
consequences for others (Cornell and Hartmann 1998; Goffman 1963).  The 
concept of “mixed race” highlights these contradictions of race, as a biologically 
meaningless yet socially powerful form of categorization and identity, providing a 
unique way to view and analyze existing concepts of race and racial boundaries. 
“Racial mixing”3 as a social phenomenon is not new.  Yet reflecting the 
legacies of racial hierarchy and notions of purity, the children of interracial 
relationships have historically been either ignored or viewed as unfortunate 
aberrations on the social landscape (Pauker et al. 2009; Shih and Sanchez 2005).  
More recently, in combination with the increasing acceptability of interracial 
relationships, it has become more common to identify as “mixed” in many 
societies.  It is this more flexible personal and social identification which is 
markedly different, and warrants further attention.  Such shifting identification is 
also increasingly recognized at the level of the state, with a number of countries 
debating how to include “mixed race” identifications into monoracial 
classificatory frameworks4.  The concept of “racial mixing” continues to have 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 The idea of “racial mixing” is used here cautiously, based on social concepts of difference, with 
“interracial relationships” bridging a social and cultural gap (whether real or perceived). 
4 Notably, the US and UK attempted to incorporate “mixed” identities in the 2000/2001 census 
round, further increasing academic interest in the subject of “mixed race” and its personal and 
social outcomes (Aspinall 2009) 
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significant power, revealing anxieties over and overlaps between popular notions 
of race, gender, nation and morality. 
 
Mixing race, ethnicity, and culture 
Terminology is important, and equally fraught with contradictions, in 
discussions of “mixed race”.  There are a number of contextual terms used, and 
given the diversity of the “mixed” population, there is no consensus on which 
term is most appropriate (Aspinall 2009; Ifekwunigwe 2004).  Terms such as 
“mixed race”, “multiracial” and “biracial” are frequently used in the North 
American context, while in the UK “mixed ethnicity” or “mixed heritage” are 
more common in academic circles.  Colloquial, and often derogatory terms, are 
plentiful in both contexts, ranging from “half caste” to “mulatto”, “mixed blood” 
to “mongrel” (Aspinall 2003:273-274).  Each of these terms carries with it 
historical and theoretical assumptions, reinforcing ideas of binary racialization 
and the purity of race, imputing identities solely to heritage, or focusing on the 
concept of “mixed” as confused or less than whole (Tizard and Phoenix 2002).  
Out of this definitional confusion, “mixed race” remains the most common 
choice in popular and academic discussions, despite the danger of re-inscribing 
race as biological.  For the purposes of this research, “mixed race” or “mixed” 
will be used, with the scare quotes drawing attention to mixedness as defined by 
popular conceptions of race and difference. 
 Moving away from discussions of race, “mixed race”, and the associated 
assumptions of biology and hierarchy, some researchers and policy makers have 
rejected the use of race in describing and analyzing social life5.  The concept of 
“ethnicity” is often used instead, aiming to describe the positive aspects of a 
subscribed form of group identity, rather than negative aspects of an ascribed 
category for belonging.  Race is relegated to discussions of history, blood, skin 
colour and ancestry, while ethnicity is ideally based around belief in common 
descent and cultural commonalities and customs (Nagel 1994; Weber 1996).  
These categories are not easily separated, however.  Although analytical 
distinctions can promote the positive and socially constructed aspects of ethnicity 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 This difference is prominently seen in looking at research from the US and many parts of Asia, 
which uses “race”, compared with research from New Zealand and the UK, which uses 
“ethnicity”. 
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as a group identity, the distinctions between race and ethnicity are blurred and 
shifting (Gunew 2004:21; Song 2001, 2003).  Both categories are essentially 
socially constructed, and each relies on a combination of external and internal 
identification for membership.  
In contemporary research, conceptions of race, culture, ethnicity and 
ancestry are often interchanged and conflated, frequently reinforcing historically 
racialized categories under different names.  While race remains a useful category 
for analysis in recognizing the continued power of phenotype, theorizing race 
(and “mixed race”) brings its own contradictions.  Research on “mixed race” 
raises fundamental questions: how can we theorize a biological fiction that is 
experienced as a social reality (Samuels 2009b)?  How can we conceive of “mixed 
race” without reifying racial difference (Gilroy 1998)?   
Theorizing “mixed race” seems cumbersome and awkward, an attempt to 
reconcile social realities with genetic fables, to understand the linkages between 
theory and everyday life.  Dealing with these contradictions and intersections 
between sociology and biology, everyday life and theory, requires new 
approaches to theorizing race.  Winant (2000a:169) suggests that any theoretical 
understanding of race must encompass a comparative historical dimension, 
address the micro-macro linkages of racial issues, and recognize the ubiquitous 
nature of race in contemporary society.  Omi and Winant’s racial formation 
theory goes some way towards addressing these themes, providing a framework 
which emphasizes “the social nature of race, the absence of any essential racial 
characteristics, the historical flexibility of racial meanings and categories, the 
conflictual character of race at both micro and macro-social levels, and the 
irreducible political aspect of racial dynamics” (Omi and Winant 1986:4, see 
discussion later in the chapter).  
 
The concept of identity 
 Bringing together the abstract and the personal, the sociological study of 
identity is extremely wide-ranging and central to much sociological discourse, 
ranging from models of psychological development, to societal level outcomes of 
group identifications (Cerulo 1997).  Research on identity has attempted to shift 
away from essentialization, showing that all individuals construct and experience 
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multiple, fluid and contextual forms of identity.  Racial/ethnic identity is no 
exception: while at the macro level, racial identities are organized into a 
theoretical grid with distinct boundaries between groups, the reality of inter- and 
intra-group identities remains significantly more complicated, for both “mixed” 
and “unmixed” identities (Ang 2001:14).   Work on the simultaneous importance 
and fluidity of ethnic and racial identities highlights the individual and collective 
aspects of identity, and the interconnections between the two levels. Ranging 
from Weber’s work on ethnic groups to more recent studies of the construction 
of racial and ethnic identity as related to place, language, food and religion (often 
in the context of indigeneity), both “monoracial” and “multiracial” group 
identities have been defined and deconstructed (see Nagel 1994; Weber 1996).   
Identity is then neither merely personal nor solely collective.  As a 
concept, identity encompasses how individuals identify themselves, how they are 
identified by others, and how identifications crystallize for groups and can be 
utilized politically (Townsend et al. 2009).  Brubaker and Cooper provide a 
strident critique of this understanding, indicating that at the conceptual level, 
“identity” means too much, too little, or nothing at all because of its ambiguity 
(2000:1).  They suggest that conceptualizing identity as multiple and fluid, and as 
applicable across levels from the individual to the state, makes the concept 
essentially meaningless, and an ineffective tool for social analysis.  Indicating that 
different understanding(s) of identity could be analyzed without recourse to such 
a vague term, they suggest using the terms identification, categorization, 
individual self-understanding, commonality, connectedness, and groupness to 
describe the different aspects and conceptual purposes of identity.  They 
maintain that social analysis “requires relatively unambiguous analytical 
categories” (2000:2). 
In addressing “mixed race” identity, it is important to recognize the 
weaknesses and overstretching of the concept of identity.  The internal/external 
and individual/group distinctions illuminated by distinguishing personal identity, 
public identification and official categorization can provide some conceptual 
clarity (as suggested by Rockquemore et al. 2009), but dispensing with the term 
entirely would cause further confusion and ambiguity, both theoretically and 
practically.  Social relations and human attributes are infinitely complex, and 
although analysis would be facilitated by clear-cut categories, unambiguous 
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categories are non-existent in practice.  “Mixed race” identity adds a further layer 
of complexity to this discussion, and it is the very ambiguity of the concept of 
identity which allows for this increasing complexity and flexibility: the usefulness 
of the term is precisely the ambiguous way it describes ambiguous phenomena. 
 
“Mixed race” studies 
Most specifically, a specialized area of “mixed race” research has 
developed over the past two decades, focused on the experiences of individuals 
in North America and Britain (for example, Ifekwunigwe 2004; Parker and Song 
2001; Root 1996; Shih and Sanchez 2009).  As a profoundly gendered and 
historically power-laden concept, understandings of “mixed race” are intertwined 
closely with the social and temporal context of racial/ethnic relations, and have 
shifted over time.  Recent research is notably interdisciplinary, with perspectives 
from psychology, sociology, geography, political science, history, cultural studies, 
philosophy, and social work providing a diverse set of theoretical frameworks 
and focuses of study (Rockquemore and Brunsma 2008; Spickard 2001). 
Theoretical approaches to “mixed race” are often grounded in the idea of 
difference, whether based in biology or culture.  “Mixed race” identities and 
experiences have frequently been objectified and set apart: seen as linking 
separate worlds, pathologized as the worst of both worlds, or celebrated as the 
best of both worlds.  Either way, the “worlds” are separated, and “mixed race” 
research tends to portray “mixed” individuals as inherently in-between or “out of 
place” (Mahtani 2002c:470; Nakashima 1992).  From a sociological point of view, 
different stages in the literature can be identified, highlighting both the historical 
context and motivations of research, and the theoretical underpinnings of each 
approach.  Rockquemore et al. (drawn from Thornton and Wason, 1995, 
2009:15) provide a useful framework for reviewing these shifts, as the problem 
approach, the equivalent approach, the variant approach, and the ecological approach.  Each 
approach is linked to a specific historical and social context, reflecting the 
prevailing racial ideology of the time and place. 
Initial research on “mixed race” falls within the problem approach: research 
that positions “mixed race” identity as fundamentally problematic in a racialized 
world.  Based in pseudo-biological explanations of racial difference and the 
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racialized/gendered power differentials of colonization6, “mixed race” was 
commonly pathologized in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
(Ifekwunigwe 2001; Kitch 2009; Young 1995).  It became the subject of 
increased sociological and anthropological concern in the early twentieth century, 
epitomized in the “marginal man” of Stonequist and Park, which described 
mixed individuals as caught between two worlds, never truly belonging in either 
one (Park 1928, 1931; Stonequist 1935, 1937).  
This idea of an individual torn in two has proven persistent, despite 
methodological weaknesses in theory development, a pseudo-biological base, and 
a reliance on clinical samples as evidence (Rockquemore and Brunsma 2008; 
Tizard and Phoenix 2002).  Marginality remains a common theoretical framework 
for research on “mixed race”, often used to explain negative psychological and 
behavioural outcomes, as the pressure of “belonging to two worlds” is theorized 
as a mental strain (Perkins 2005:108).  This re-emerges in recent descriptions of 
mixed identity and its social and psychological consequences (for example Cheng 
and Lively 2009; Fryer Jr. et al. 2008; Herring 1995; Vivero and Jenkins 1999).  
This theoretical resilience highlights the strength of the pathologized discourses 
surrounding “mixed race” and the unquestioned discrete racial boundaries in 
social psychological comparisons of “mixed race” and non-mixed (pure) race: in 
the face of research which has produced much evidence pointing to both 
difference and sameness (see Shih and Sanchez 2005; Stephan and Stephan 
1989).  Often based on Eriksonian identity development models, such studies of 
psychological well-being draw on the notion of a marginal personality type, 
highlighting issues relating to self-esteem and adjustment, as well as gendered 
notions of identity and belonging, proving or disproving the negative outcomes 
of marginality (Quillan and Redd 2009; Rockquemore and Brunsma 2008).   
 Research within this approach often draws on pathological discourses of 
“mixed race”, gender and sexuality, as related to the body.  The perceived 
embodiment of “mixed race” reflects the intersections of race and gender as 
intimately connected to phenotype, shown in the sexualized language used to 
describe both interracial relationships, and “mixed race” identities (Teo 2004).  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Stoler (1992) explores the political and social meanings attached to “mixed race” in colonial 
contexts, based in notions of blood.  The intersection of biological and cultural notions of racial 
identity and belonging made the transgressions of “mixed race” all the more powerful (Young 
1995), destabilizing class/gender roles, and threatening national identity. 
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Historically, interpretation of physical appearance based on racial/ethnic 
hierarchies has been distinctly gendered, with differential standards applied to 
men and women.  This imbalance continues today, through the disproportional 
emphasis on the bodies and appearances of women, of which racial and ethnic 
characteristics play a significant part (Rockquemore 2002:489).  
 Shifting towards the intersection of the psychological and the sociological, 
research within the equivalent approach reflects developments within American racial 
politics in the 1960s and discourses of human rights.  Based in the civil rights 
movement, this approach assumes that all racial identity development is 
equivalent, and for reasons of political influence and identity “correctness”, 
individuals of mixed parentage belong with the minority (Black) side of their 
heritage (Rockquemore et al. 2009:17; Shih and Sanchez 2005:571).  Linking back 
to historical notions of a singular, correct racial identity, this approach 
emphasizes the need for a dominant racial identity (Song 2010a), yet conflates 
biological, political, cultural and social notions of “mixed race”, downplaying 
conceptions of difference.  A number of minority identity development models 
reflect this progression, including Morten and Atkinson’s 5-stage minority 
identity development model (1983, cited in Poston 1990:152). 
The emphasis on minority heritage by both psychologists and community 
activists reflected the legacy of hypodescent in the US – or the “one drop rule” 
of inheritance.  As Tizard and Phoenix suggest, the rise of Black consciousness 
strengthened this rule, through the insistence that “mixed race” was equivalent to 
Black (Tizard and Phoenix 2002).  This led to the pathologizing of “mixed race” 
identity when seen as separate from Black, with a number of ulterior motives 
attributed to such separation, from escaping the stigma of being Black by 
claiming “mixed race” identity, to diluting racial categories and thus detracting 
from the political weight of minority groups (Nakashima 2001; Spencer 1997). 
This approach to understanding “mixed race” also has its limitations, 
equating a mixed identity with a perceived “monoracial” identity.  Identity is 
reduced to singularity, assuming that a single racial group is both desirable and 
necessary for a healthy identity.  It is implied that the “mixed race” individual 
always has the choice of which group to associate with, and that “mixed race” 
identity can only be fully realized through the rejection of the majority group.  
This view inherently excludes the possibility of multiple identities or minority-
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minority mixes, and assumes that “mixed race” individuals always encounter 
acceptance within the minority – and that this minority is Black (Poston 
1990:152-153).  The weaknesses of this approach, combined with the increasing 
recognition of the multiple heritages claimed by individuals of “mixed race”, led 
to a reassessment of “mixed race” identity in the 1980s and 1990s.  
The variant approach marked the beginning of an increase in research on 
“multiracial identity” from the 1980s, conceptualizing mixed identity as 
necessarily distinct – but not negatively so – in terms of psychological 
development and lived experience.  With many researchers coming from mixed 
heritage and interdisciplinary backgrounds, this body of work explores how a 
mixed identity can be constituted and maintained, challenging both 
problematization and assumptions of sameness with minority groups (Kilson 
2001; Root 1992b; Stephan and Stephan 1989).  A number of stage models 
theorize the unique trajectory of “mixed race” identity development, exploring 
both psychological and societal factors influencing identity, while presuming a 
correct form of identity for a healthy “biracial” identity (see Poston 1990; Wardle 
1992). 
While valuable in attempting to move away from assumptions of 
sameness and previous stigmas, these models also imply that there is a correct 
and healthy form of identity development, reflecting their Eriksonian base – for 
individuals of “mixed race”, a healthy end-point of integration must be reached 
for identity to be fully realized.  In addition, empirical data shows that stages of 
conflict may not always be realized, with Gibbs and Hines indicating that their 
theories of conflict tended to be more applicable to clinical samples (1992).  
Stage models are not able to deal with the fluidity and contextualized nature of 
personal identity, additionally struggling to incorporate different forms of identity 
such as gender and class (Root 1998). 
The variant approach was an important shift from the marginalization of 
previous decades, as “mixed race” was often perceived as positively different 
rather than pathological (DaCosta 2007; Williams-Leon and Nakashima 2001). 
However, this exoticism did not represent a break with historical understandings 
of “mixed race”, presenting instead the flipside of marginality, with an equally 
gendered and embodied perspective on difference.  The shift from disavowal to 
celebration of “mixed race” bodies highlighted the continuing importance of 
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notions of racial purity, and the simultaneous discomfort and fascination with 
(mixed) racial difference (Dagbovie 2007:209). 
The most recent perspectives on “mixed race” take an ecological approach.  
This approach is somewhat fragmented: aiming to counter theories of 
marginalization while emphasizing uniqueness; highlighting both exclusion and 
new forms of belonging; and providing a framework to understand the fluidity of 
personal identity development while stressing the importance of social context 
and construction.  Based on the idea that “mixed race” identities are products of 
the contexts in which they emerge, such research moves away from previous 
models of mixed identity development to better capture identity complexity.  
This body of work indicates that mixed identity is not linear, and is influenced by 
an ecology of factors (Bronfenbrenner 1979; Keddell 2006).  
By bringing external and internal factors together, this new work aims to 
explore the (mixed) racial identity options for individuals of mixed heritage, 
focusing on the multiplicity of options and the fluidity of moving between 
different spheres, without these identities necessarily competing.  Four major 
identity options are outlined (or placed on a continuum) by a number of theorists 
(notably Rockquemore 1998): individuals identify with either side of their 
ancestry (a traditional identity), with both in a hybrid identity (a border identity), 
with both on a situational basis (a protean identity) or with no racial category at all 
(a transcendent identity) (see also LaFromboise et al. 1993; Root 1999; Song 2010a; 
Ward 2006).  Research in this vein indicates that “mixed race” identities, as well 
as frequently being multiple and fluid, are often situational and shifting (Binning 
et al. 2009; Xie and Goyette 1997).   
 The importance of other forms of identity is also emphasized, looking at 
the impacts of race, ethnicity, gender, class, social networks, history, family and 
location (Fhagen-Smith 2010; Khanna and Johnson 2010; Mahtani 2002c).  Root 
remains one of the primary theorists in this area, stressing that while race 
continues to exert significant power over an individual’s experiences, it is far 
from the only salient aspect of identity (1997:34).  Agency is seen as important, as 
individual choice and personal interaction is shown to play a crucial role in 
identity construction – although, viewed in an ecological sense, this choice is 
necessarily constrained by circumstance (Khanna and Johnson 2010). 
 Taking an ecological perspective allows for the complexity of “mixed race” 
	   18 
identity to be more carefully explored, moving away from the pathologized and 
linear natures of the previous approaches.  However, this approach is particularly 
broad, lacking a single coherent framework and covering approaches from the 
social psychological to symbolic interactionist.  This research project draws on 
the overarching flexibility of this approach, using the idea of ecology as a 
comprehensive and flexible standpoint from which to approach “mixed race”.  
By bringing external and internal factors together, such a perspective allows for 
the exploration of (mixed) racial identity options, focusing on the multiplicity of 
choices and the fluidity of moving between different spheres, without these 
identities necessarily competing.  Key aspects of the ecology of mixedness 
include gender, class, family and location, each of which illustrates the complex 
intersectionality within this approach. 
 
Intersectionality and ecology: gender, class, family and location 
Racialized and gendered boundaries loom large in newer understandings 
of “mixed race”, as ecological approaches attempt to align analytical clarity with 
lived complexity.  The intersectionality of race and gender highlights the 
interlocking identities and oppressions masked by systems of privilege (Yuval-
Davis 2006), and parallels can be drawn between historical attitudes towards 
racial mixing and homosexuality, as subversive reactions to power structures 
(Ross 2002).  In each case, an ambiguity of race, gender or sexuality is perceived 
as threatening, due to the transgression of matrices of “normality”.  “Mixed race” 
as a transgressive form of identity highlights the racialized and gendered (and 
blurred) boundaries maintained around ethnic/racial groups, and how these 
boundaries both are underpinned and passed over by racial ambiguity 
(Haritaworn 2007). 
Further intersections can be found within race and class.  Historically, 
racial hierarchies have been closely tied to ideas of social class, yet research on 
the influence of class on “mixed race” identity is scarce (Korgen 2010; Panico 
and Nazroo 2011; Tyler 2011).  “Mixed race” and class interact at both the macro 
and micro levels: broadly, in terms of historical hierarchies and systems of power 
and oppression, and in everyday life as individuals live their lives and identities 
within these structures (see Twine's example of 'Brown-Skinned White Girls', 
1997).   
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 The role of parents and the family have a significant impact on the 
identities of their children as positioned within gendered and class-based 
frameworks, and parental attitudes towards and descriptions of race have lasting 
effects (Kalmijn 2010; Stephan and Stephan 1989).  Familial gender roles are key 
in shaping racial identification.  Wilson (1981) suggests that the mother’s role as 
the primary nurturer will be more influential in transmitting culture, while Waters 
(1989) posits that as the father’s inherited surname is a strong signifier of culture 
and ancestry, the father will be the stronger influence (cited in Xie and Goyette 
1997:554).  Both Xie and Goyette (1997) and Qian (2004) find that as a result of 
patrilineal emphasis in the US, the father’s role tends to be greater in the 
transmission of racial/ethnic identity.7   Language transmission and proficiency 
within the family is equally important, and often distinctly gendered.  Singapore 
provides an interesting case study in this regard, as the notion of “mother 
tongue”, a compulsory second language to be learned in school, has historically 
been based on the race of the father, and may not be related to the language 
spoken at home by either parent (Wee 2002:285). 
 A number of studies have attempted to assess the impacts of these familial 
and social factors on “mixed race” identity, with a wide range of outcomes – 
showing that “mixed race” individuals experience increased challenges, or 
improved outcomes, or identical experiences to their non-mixed peers (see 
Binning et al. 2009; Bracey et al. 2004; Breland et al. 1999; Pinderhughes 1995; 
Shih and Sanchez 2005).  The development of unique family cultures has also 
been explored, looking at how individuals position themselves within the family 
and externally (Cheboud and Downing 2003), and how family stories and 
memories serve to create a “mixed” identity for the family8 and the individual 
(Rocha 2010).   
 Placing the previous factors in context, wider socio-economic and political 
locations also influence the development of “mixed race” identities.  Context is 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Interestingly, in the New Zealand context, Kukutai has found that ethnic identity transmission is 
related less to the mother or father, but more to the head of household, which is itself a gendered 
role (Kukutai 2007). 
8 Transnational and “transracial” adoption is also related to issues of “mixed race”, further 
probing the complex interactions between race, culture and upbringing.  A number of studies 
have focused on debates in the US and UK about the importance of racial heritage when placing 
children for adoption, looking at the psychological outcomes and social consequences for the 
adoptees who are identified differently from their parents (Kim 2010; Samuels 2009a; Tizard and 
Phoenix 2002; Wood 2009). 
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key, including national narratives, immigration history, political emphases, and 
levels of diversity and discrimination (Breland et al. 1999; Herman 2004; Xie and 
Goyette 1997).  The socio-historical context of majority and minority groups 
frames the positioning and ethnic options available to individuals of “mixed 
descent”, locating identities between forms of symbolic and reinforced ethnic 
and racial identities (Alba 1990; Gans 1979; Waters 1989).  This interaction and 
ecology can be explored by looking at the relationship between public and private 
identities, or structure/context and agency. 
 
Public and private identities: identification and classification 
 Connecting the psychological and the sociological, increasing research 
explores the intersection between private identities and public validation and 
classification.  Research on the “multiracial movement”9 in the United States 
(US) explores the impetus for a “multiracial” census category (a movement which 
ultimately failed), but often remains unconnected to the typologies of “mixed 
race” identities, highlighting a lack of research linking classification and identity.  
The concept of “mixed race” itself highlights the imprecise and arbitrary nature 
of racial categories, raising questions about whether race should be categorized at 
all, or whether “mixed race” should be a form of categorization in itself: both 
destabilizing and reinforcing existing racial frameworks by pushing against 
essentialization and attempting to locate “mixed race” within racialized categories 
(Goldberg 1997). 
The categorization and measurement of race (and therefore “mixed 
race”) is highly contextualized, and reflects both past racial ideology and current 
forms of racialization (Bonilla-Silva 2000:191), often treating race as an objective 
characteristic to be reported (Morning 2008).  Classification of “mixed race” is 
particularly significant for individuals of mixed descent due to the frequent 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Prior to the 2000 census, a number of groups within this movement advocated to include a 
“multiracial” category in the census. Leaders suggested that due to a shared history of oppression 
and discrimination, and a common mixed heritage, the resulting sense of solidarity meant that the 
mixed population identified as a coherent group, and should be identified as such (DaCosta 2007; 
Spencer 1997).  This movement was highly criticized however, as the suggestion that the mixed 
population formed a coherent community was not substantiated (Nash 2004:217), potentially due 
to the heterogeneous nature of the mixed population, (Harris 2001:14; Wallace 2004:197) and the 
difficultly inherent in both pushing against essentialized race and arguing for a racialized 
categorization (Rockquemore et al. 2009:25). 
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dissonance between the available racial categories and the lived identities of 
individuals.  Rather than representing a trivial, everyday form of organization, the 
lack of symbolic recognition effectively erases “mixedness” as a legitimate 
identity claim (Teng 2010).  A number of theorists suggest that mixedness infers 
that racial categories should be dispensed with entirely, given their arbitrary 
natures and the racial/cultural conflation of understandings of “mixed race” (see 
discussion in Gilroy 1998; Spencer 1997; Zack 1993, 1995).  Appiah highlights 
the importance of the racial label itself, as compared to the complexity it masks: 
“…we see that both the effects of the labeling are powerful and real, and that 
false ideas, muddle and mistake and mischief, played a central role in determining 
both how the label was applied and to what purposes… the label works despite an 
absence of an essence” (Appiah 2009:672, emphasis added). 
Different forms of racial and ethnic categorization can be seen at the 
state level.  In Britain, with the recent inclusion of “mixed ethnicity” as a category 
in the census, the order of measurement (white, mixed [with white], Asian and 
Black) clearly demonstrates the hierarchy of groups within society and the 
assumption that mixed implies “white and minority” (Aspinall 2003).  Brazil 
classifies individuals by colour categories, from white and yellow to brown and 
black (branco and amarello, pardo and preto): categories which are fluid, not 
necessarily based on ancestry, and which change according to socio-economic 
status (Silva and Reis 2011; Telles and Lim 1998).  New Zealand allows for the 
selection of multiple ethnic groups, and has recently ceased to re-categorize 
mixed groups into a single category, indicating a growing recognition of the 
fluidity and multiplicity of ethnicities in society (Callister 2004b).  Singapore has 
structured significant social policy around the Chinese-Malay-Indian-Other 
(CMIO) classification system, only in 2011 allowing for a symbolic recognition of 
hyphenated racial identities, while ensuring each individual maintains a primary 
race (Chua 2003; Immigration and Checkpoints Authority 2010).  South Africa’s 
racially divided history illustrates the role of “mixed race” in classification, 
drawing lines which became common-sense understandings, between white, 
black and coloured (Maré 2001; Spencer 1997).  Finally, the strength of a racially-
based ideology can also be seen in the American context, developing from a 
racially divided history and resulting in the 1977 Office of Management and 
Budget official classification standard for the measurement of race.  This 
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standard both reinforced and re-created the modern American racial hierarchy, 
becoming the target for advocacy for the multiracial movement.  It was then 
altered to include the current acknowledgment of “mixed race” through the 
selection of multiple groups (Snipp 2003).  
 Different forms of categorization allow for the measurement of different 
understandings of race.  As stressed by Harris and Sim, each form of 
measurement reveals one aspect of the “mixed” population, rather than the 
“mixed” population (Harris 2001; Harris and Sim 2002).  This illuminates the 
importance of identity ascription through categorization, and the ways in which 
the available options shape those which are selected and internalized by 
individuals.  Work by Aspinall suggests that some of these issues could be 
mitigated through an open response ethnicity question, but such a radical change 
requires a corresponding shift in state focus and data analysis (Aspinall 2012). 
The dissonance between static racial categories, and the fluidity of lived 
identities highlights the interaction between personal identity, external 
identification and official categorization: an analytically interesting process in the 
case of the “mixed race” population, as the three do not necessarily converge 
(Rockquemore et al. 2009:27).  This lack of congruence illuminates the “in-
between” spaces between categories, where a mixed identity can be described.  
The interplay between levels of identification shows evidence of both continuity 
and change, highlighting the ways in which public and private identities coincide 
and conflict.  An attempt to realign the public and the private is clearly seen in 
the push for a “multiracial” category in the US census and in continued “mixed” 
advocacy in North America and Europe.  Although it is important to note that 
when such recognition does occur, it is largely symbolic: providing a legitimated 
label which is then collapsed into broader statistical categories or overshadowed 
by monoracial group-based rights, as in the US, the United Kingdom (UK), 
Singapore and New Zealand. 
 
Racial Formation Theory 
Omi and Winant’s racial formation theory (1986, 1994) draws these 
factors together, looking at the tension between singular racial categories at the 
macro level, and complex and shifting identities at the micro.  Racial formation 
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theory highlights the centrality of race in social structures in many countries, and 
provides a lucid and analytically grounded framework with which to explore and 
analyze racial politics.  The term racial formation describes the complex 
interrelationship between social, economic and political forces, in the creation of 
racialized categories, hierarchies and meanings: “the sociohistorical process by 
which racial categories are created, inhabited, transformed and destroyed” (Omi and 
Winant 1994:55, emphasis added).  Racial categories, created and embedded 
within social structures and historical contexts, both dictate and reflect individual 
understandings of race.  These are formed and contested at the intersection of 
“racial projects”, where micro understandings meet macro structures. (Omi and 
Winant 1986; Winant 2000a). 
Racial formation theory emerged in the 1980s, against a sociological 
backdrop of race as a social construction, and with biological theories of race 
widely discredited.  Previous theories conceived of race and racial categories as 
either an ideological (and passing) phase, or as subsumable under other, broader 
categories of analysis: ethnicity, class and nation.  These reductionist tendencies 
neglected the continued salience of race in the social, political and economic 
spheres, searching instead for wider (and perhaps less embodied) forms of social 
relationship (Omi and Winant 1986, 1994).  Racial formation attempted to 
reorient the focus of study, in order to provide a lens for a comparative and 
historical sociology of race.  It allowed an understanding of macro-micro 
linkages, highlighting the racially policitized nature of many modern societies 
(Winant 2000a:169). 
 Developed in the North American critical race context, racial formation 
theory was initially applied to the polarized black/white racial framework in the 
United States, tracing the history of changing aspects of racial rule.  This scope 
has been widened more recently, with applications now including the racial 
histories of minority groups in the United States, including Korean school 
students (Marinari 2005), as well as Mexican Americans (Massey 2009), Japanese 
Americans (King and DaCosta 1996), and Filipino immigrants (Otero 2004).  
Racial formation theory has equally been applied in a comparative context, 
exploring differences in formation in Australia, South Africa and the United 
States (Farquharson 2007), and being used by one of the original theorists to 
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illuminate historical processes of racial formation across Brazil, South Africa, the 
United States and Europe (Winant 2001). 
Central to this theory is a nuanced understanding of race as a 
construction, grounded in historical context, with significant practical 
consequences.  Racial formation theory conceptualizes race as socially 
constructed, biologically ungrounded, politically contested and historically 
flexible.  Race is neither viewed merely as an ideological construction to be 
overcome, nor as a natural or biologically based organizing principle.  Rather, it is 
conceptualized as a balance between the objective and subjective.   
With race understood as a social construction, the racialized dimensions 
of everyday life can be better illuminated (Omi and Winant 1994:vii).  Yet if only 
viewed as a social construction, the pervasive and inescapable role of race as lived 
reality within social relations is underplayed – failing “to recognize that at the 
level of experience, of everyday life, race is a relatively impermeable part of our 
identities” (Winant 2000b:184).  Looking at race as an objective condition, 
however, the historical, situational and fluid aspects of race are not recognized, 
nor are the micro and macro negotiations of racial meanings taken into account.  
Balancing between the two, Winant suggests that race be understood as a real 
element of social structure, rather than an illusion.  Race is an embodied symbol 
of social conflict at macro and micro levels, “an unstable and decentered 
complex of social meanings constantly being transformed by political struggles” 
(Omi and Winant 1994:55). 
 
Linking the micro and the macro, agency and structure 
The key contribution of racial formation theory is the primacy of race as 
the central point in analysis, highlighting the thread of racial signification across 
levels: from individual identity creation, to collective political action, to forms of 
state control.  It provides a way to explore this continuous and complex 
interaction between the micro and macro, as “the theme of race is situated where 
meaning meets social structure, where identity frames inequality” (Winant 
2000a:171).  Racial formation focuses on where signification and structure meet 
everyday experience, and how race is understood and organized at the 
intersection of identity and society (Omi and Winant 2008:1565). 
At the macro level, meanings of race are situated in historical and 
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contextual frameworks, and entwined in the formation of economic, political and 
cultural structures.  Racial categorization and signification underpin the 
structuring of the “racial state” (see Goldberg 2002), reflected in policies of 
citizenship, individual and group rights, and social policies.  Although many 
dimensions of identity are present and pertinent at different times and across 
contexts, categorization based on race is a very public matter in many countries, 
with far-reaching consequences for resources and state recognition.  The 
production and maintenance of these racial categories, and the corresponding 
lived experiences of classification in everyday life, link these macro level 
processes to the micro level, connecting racialized state policies and 
understandings to individual attitudes, beliefs, and social identities (Winant 
2006:989). 
 At the individual level, racial formation is inseparable from identity 
formation, shaping the ways individuals interact with and understand others and 
themselves.  Racial meanings and the rules of racial classification permeate 
individual socialization (often unconsciously) from the level of the family 
upwards, going on to be reflected in personal beliefs and practical action.  These 
meanings are not static, and are constantly in flux, in negotiation with racialized 
processes at the macro level. 
 It is important to note that despite the illumination of racial formation 
through micro/macro interlinkages, these levels are only analytically distinct.  In 
everyday life, practices and structures at the macro level have significant 
consequences for individual realities, and individual racial identities shape 
collective action and political structures in continuous and reciprocal ways.  The 
performance and understanding of the “racial self” is intertwined with the 
construction and maintenance of collective understandings of race, and the 
hierarchies and classifications which underpin the state framework of action 
(King and DaCosta 1996:231).  These linkages are intrinsic (and often 
unnoticed), but also represent sites of instability and conflict, highlighting 
competing collective claims, subversion of and resistance to the state, and 
differing interpretations of historical meanings of racial identity.  Racial 
formation theory therefore highlights a seemingly contradictory situation of 
progress and stasis, similarity and difference, in both institutional and individual 
formations of race (Winant 2006). 
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The numerous processes of racial formation are expressed at this 
intersection of structure and representation, described by Omi and Winant as a 
web of “racial projects”.  Racial projects are the individual and institutional 
negotiations, conflicts and understandings of race in everyday life, and the day-
to-day processes of how these meanings are formed and transformed.  These 
projects range from state policies based on race, to collective action over racial 
meanings, to an individual’s racial beliefs and experiences based on their own 
identity, connecting each to the other under contextual and historically racialized 
circumstances.  Racial projects are manifestations of power dynamics at different 
levels of social life, and can be seen as “common sense”, as well as being unstable 
and contested (Omi 2001:xi; Omi and Winant 1994).  It is through racial projects 
that racial meanings become institutionalized and bounded, and, conversely, that 
institutionalized racial meanings and boundaries are challenged and destabilized 
(Winant 2000b:186). 
 
Reconceptualizing racial formation through intersectionality, narrative and mixedness 
Parallel to this careful understanding of race, racial formation theory 
highlights the intersections and overlaps between race and gender at individual 
and structural levels: the ways in which race is gendered and gender is racialized (Omi 
and Winant 1994:68).  This occurs both experientially and institutionally, as 
gender- and race-based reflexive understandings shape the ways in which 
individual and collective identities are produced and transformed.  Processes of 
racial formation illuminate the ways in which race is inextricably linked to 
gendered structural inequity, on both macro and micro levels.  At the institutional 
level, gender- and race-based movements and identities “teeter” between 
convergence and divergence, while at the individual level, multiple 
conflating/conflictual identities can force one identity to be prioritized over 
another (Winant 2009).  The processes of “racing” and “gendering” identities are 
mutually interdependent, each relying on social constructions of difference and 
imbalances of power, and combining to reproduce patterns of racial and gender 
dominance (Brah and Phoenix 2004; Kitch 2009:3-4). 
Further drawing out the intersections between race and gender, this 
project uses racial formation theory to recognize the gendered power dynamics 
inherent in race-based categorization, from historical motivations for official 
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classification to everyday, lived outcomes.  Bringing the theoretical aspects of 
racial formation and intersectionality to the level of everyday life through a 
narrative understanding of identity, this research focuses on “mixed race” as a 
project of racial formation: a site of racialized and gendered choice and 
constraint.  Encompassing race, gender, class, and sexuality as real and 
experienced axes of difference and sameness, this approach highlights how 
different forms of identity and identification are intricately intertwined and only 
separable in theory (see Ho 2010; Mahtani 2005; Weber 1998). 
As a vivid example of the intersections of race and gender in particular, 
“mixed race” as a category, ancestry, identity and racial project describes key 
issues of racial inheritance and gendered power dynamics.  This is notably 
illustrated in popular understandings of “mixed race” as either marginal or exotic, 
and in individual experiences of the meanings and hierarchies of gender and race: 
women as (re)producers of race and the nation, placing female sexuality and 
gender roles at the centre of how racial identity is understood (Yuval-Davis 
1997).  Intersectional and ecological approaches then allow for different 
configurations of multiplicity to be confronted, bringing in wider experiences of 
gender, race and class.  Recent research has highlighted this need, seeing “mixed 
race” identities as fluid and intersecting with sexuality (Grimshaw 2002), class, 
gender (Mahtani 2002a), generation (Ifekwunigwe 2002), and religion, but often 
stops short of bringing these theoretical linkages to bear on everyday life 
experiences. 
One way of bringing together intersectional identities in a more grounded 
fashion is to focus on the concepts of narratives of home and belonging.  Home 
is often highlighted as fluid and uncertain for individuals of mixed heritage 
(Ifekwunigwe 1999b), yet it can be understood more broadly: as racialized, 
gendered, historically contextualized and shaped through experience.  Home can 
be seen as a spatial imaginary: “a set of intersecting and variable ideas and 
feelings which are related to context, and which construct places, extend across 
spaces and scales, and connect places” (Blunt and Dowling 2006:2).  Home can 
then connect mixedness on different scales, seen less as fixed and bounded, and 
more as connecting the personal and the domestic to the social, national and 
global levels of identification.  Home can be seen as a house, as a set of 
relationships, as a community, a nation or even as dislocated emotions.  Each 
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level reflects a link to an individual’s sense of self, as positioning oneself in a 
domestic home is juxtaposed against wider feelings of national belonging and 
group inclusion.  Being at home and feeling at home contrasts with being away, 
feeling excluded and displaced, tying conceptions of home closely to feelings of 
belonging and identity (Blunt 2005; Mahtani 2002c). 
Narratives of home can also bring together the personal, the social and 
the national, looking at how a sense of self is constructed out of identifications 
and locations within the family, the society and the nation.  As described by 
Blunt, a fluid understanding of home can provide “the critical connections 
between home and identity, whereby a sense of self, place and belonging are 
shaped, articulated and contested through geographies of home on scales from 
the domestic to the diasporic” (Blunt 2005:5). 
Acknowledging and working with the intersections between race, gender, 
class and sexuality allows for incorporations of everyday complexity, providing an 
ecological framework for identities at the group level and going some way 
towards disengaging “mixed race” theory from essentialized understandings of 
race.  Different forms of identity are not easily disentangled in theory, and never 
entirely separate for individuals or even groups.  Any theory needs to conceive of 
individuals as more than simply “mixed race”, bringing in gender, class, location, 
sexuality and age as equally defining (Mahtani 2002c).  As noted by Ali (2007), all 
experiences of ‘mixedness’ are mediated by other forms of identity, and this 
inseparability in reality should form the foundation of academic theorizing and 
policy practice. 
Anchoring theory in lived reality then remains a key concern.  Much 
theorizing focuses entirely on the complexities and intricacies of “mixedness” as 
transcending race, overlooking the continued day-to-day reality of race and racial 
categories in everyday life (Song 2010a).  Racial formation theory works towards 
addressing this, by providing a bridge between the individual and the structural, a 
way to theorize race as equally a matter of descent and consent (Ang 1999).  Despite 
this, narratives of individual experience are lacking within the theoretical 
framework, leaving a significant gap when it comes to the intimate constructions 
and negotiations of identity, home and “mixed race”.  Racial formation theory is 
thus enriched by a narrative perspective, building on its key strength of 
intersectionality.  The storied dimension of racial formation draws out both 
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dominant and subversive narratives of gender and race at macro and micro levels, 
and highlights variation in subjectivities and identities rather than a “truth” of 
“mixedness”.  It is this combination - narratives of racial formation - that provides 
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Chapter Three: Narratives of Racial Formation 
 
Narrative analysis provides a new dimension to both racial formation 
theory and ecological understandings of mixedness.  Recasting national and 
personal stories as narratives of racial formation builds on the ecological school 
of thought, conceptualizing “mixed race” as inherently intersectional and 
grounded in contexualized narratives of identity.  A focus on narrative explores 
the interplay between the micro and the macro in a less abstract manner, moving 
away from social psychological focuses on individual identity, and looking instead 
at contextual stories for the individual within structural and political reasons for 
identification.  As stated by Lawrence, narratives of racial formation highlight 
“…that racial construction is a political project and that narrative is a method of 
that politics” (2012:215).  This combination positions “mixed race” at the centre 
of analysis, drawing out the relationship between classification and identity, and 
juxtaposing individual and state narratives of (mixed) racial formation. Moving 
outward from questions of individual identity, national narratives of race and 
belonging are counterposed with individual narratives of mixedness, illustrating 
how racial projects and racial narratives are interwoven across levels of analysis.  
Projects of racial formation at micro and macro levels are then 
approached as forms of narrative, viewing narrative as actively constructing social 
reality.  Rather than simply reflecting experience, individual, institutional and 
collective stories construct and give meaning to the social world (Ferber 
2000:342).  A narrative focus draws on the storied quality of social life, and the 
stories people tell about social life, to explore how individuals locate themselves 
within structures, and how these structures come to be (re)created by individuals 
(Coffey and Atkinson 1996:52). 
Most importantly, a narrative understanding of racial formation allows 
for a novel approach to exploring the relationship between identity and structure. 
While individual narratives may be limited in terms of wider generalization, their 
very location within wider narrative constructions makes them sociologically 
valuable.  Personal narratives provide a window into difficult to define group 
identities and processes (Phinney 2000), by exploring the commonalities and 
differences which emerge as individuals locate themselves inside or outside of 
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wider narratives of belonging. 
Thus, narratives of racial formation provide an important connection 
between signification and structure, as expressed in the idea of the racial project 
(Winant 2001:20-21).  A narrative perspective bridges the gap between individual 
experience and action, as individual stories constitute personal lives and 
experiences of the wider social world (Riessman 1993).  Understanding racial 
formation as narrated provides a grounded link in the conceptualization of 
“mixed race”, highlighting the parallels and divergences between personal, social 
and national narratives.   
Narratives describe a conceptual link between individual accounts of 
identity, and symbolic, historical and institutional practices at the societal and 
state levels.  On the individual level, narratives provide stories which actors use 
to make sense of their lives, embedding identities in social life over time.  
Narratives give a central core to identity, and individuals identify with particular 
sets of stories to locate themselves.  Stories are not merely recounted within a 
social context: they are social practices both constructed by and constitutive of 
that social context, marked by wider contextual narratives of racial formation 
(Ewick and Silbey 1995).  At the macro level, identity constructions are inevitably 
constrained by context.   Public narratives develop from the level of the family to 
the level of the state, at the highest level providing a network of state narratives 
around ideas of national identity, hierarchy and belonging (Somers 1994).  Such 
narratives are pervasive, and in constructing identities, individuals imagine 
themselves as part of “the narrative of the nation, as told and retold in national 
histories, literatures, the media and popular culture” (Hall 1992:293).   
In the case of race and “mixed race” identity, the intertwining of 
narratives and power is particularly important, looking at the ways in which 
individual narratives can subvert or reinforce the status quo.  Histories and 
narratives compete with dominant stories of identity at the national level, and 
these dominant narratives function to provide a common form of identity, 
leaving aside alternative narratives of what it means to belong (Goh 2008b:315).  
Dominant historical narratives of “mixed race” have frequently been 
pathological, or have even erased “mixedness” from national narratives 
altogether. Collective racial identity is frequently based on narratives of 
exclusivity, stories of belonging to a single group with firm boundaries.  Such 
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narratives of strong and bounded racial communities may be embraced 
unproblematically by large segments of the population, with alternative narratives 
seen as dangerous and destabilizing.  For those whose private narratives sit 
outside of dominant public narratives, adjustments must be made in order to 
make sense of such narrative dissonance, to situate the self within a wider social, 
cultural and institutional framework.   
Emerging narratives of multiplicity challenge dominant narratives of race, 
particularly in their focus on interconnections rather than boundaries (Cornell 
2000:50).  Taking a narrative approach allows for the particularities of such 
experiences in the context of wider social narratives.  It also adds a further layer 
of analysis and reflexivity.  With the narrator at the centre of the research, 
narrative analysis is particularly appropriate for work on “mixed race”, as it draws 
out the unique nature of each individual’s storied self as well as the positioning of 
the researcher (Riessman 2002; Waterson 2007).  This highlights the relationship 
between the current constructions of this research project and the process of 
narrative construction within interviews, framed by previous narratives which 
attempted to define and understand “mixed race”.  The position of the 
researcher as narrator is crucial, engaged in both the analysis and the production 
of narratives about “mixed race”, to produce this dissertation as one of many 
narratives that might have been written (see Kim 2010).   
Rather than categorizing different forms of identity, this research instead 
characterizes and locates narratives of identity, in relation to wider contextual 
narratives.  Racial projects and identity outcomes are characterized along 
narrative themes, rather than delimiting populations into typologies.  This 
analysis of narrative rather than actor reflects the negotiation of affiliations 
inherent in identity construction and maintenance, analyzing the story through 
narrative research.  A focus on narrative looks at how the story is framed, what is 
included and what is left out, how this relates to context and identity, and 
crucially, how personal stories fit into or break out of wider social narratives.  
This project aims to keep the constructed and constantly shifting nature of race, 
gender and identity at the centre of the research, while using narratives of racial 
formation to go beyond what people identify as (or with), to why they tell their 
stories as they do. 
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Bringing Together Racial Narratives: Macro, Micro and Meso 
 As well as highlighting interlinked racial processes from the individual to 
the state, a narrative understanding of racial formation illuminates the social and 
political dimensions of identity.  In seeing individual narratives as constructed 
and located, as well as constitutive of an individual’s sense of self, the concept of 
identity becomes more complex.  This calls into question the logic of identity 
which posits a firm distinction between self and other, inside and outside, the 
individual and society (Hall 1991).  Identity is instead seen as a process, a 
representation of the individual within a particular social and cultural narrative, at 
a specific place and time.  Rather than imagining an essence of “true” identity, 
this conceptualization focuses on the positioning and construction of the 
individual’s narrative: “…identities are the names we give to the different ways 
we are positioned by, and position ourselves within, the narratives of the past” 
(Hall 1990:225).  The juxtaposition of narratives of racial formation across 
macro, meso and micro levels illustrates this storied process of identity location. 
 
Macro: narratives of the racial state  
Racial formation theory, with its North American roots, views the state as 
inherently racial; as the pre-eminent (but not the only) site of racial contestation.  
Combining this notion of macro racial formation with Goldberg’s understanding 
of the racial state, such an emphasis can be applied particularly to post-colonial 
states, where narratives of race at the macro level are maintained through a 
complex system of racial projects which routinize and often normalize the 
pervasiveness of race as an organizing principle.  The racial state defines 
populations in racial terms against gendered backdrops of inclusion and 
exclusion, through the regulation of social, political, economic, legal and cultural 
relations, which then inform common-sense scripts for identity construction 
(Goldberg 2002). 
The role of the racial state highlights the importance of context and the 
power of state ascription.  The modern state’s capacity to name and endorse or 
deny the existence of groups and narratives is intricately tied to issues of power 
and validation: power over classificatory systems signifies power over 
representations of groups, and the corresponding racial projects and narratives 
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(Bourdieu 1984:479; DaCosta 2003).  Macro classifications and the resulting 
narratives are not about reproducing a social reality, but about creating a 
particular narrative of reality as common sense.  Formalized identity categories, 
frozen in time, don’t necessarily match lived and constantly changing identities.  
There can be a significant gap between administrative categorization and personal 
identification in everyday life, yet formal categories serve to shape the 
possibilities for individual narratives (Goldberg 1997:32; Omi 1997:13).  This 
temporal and definitional mismatch, while giving rise to a dissonance between 
categorization and individual identification, also creates space for alternative 
racial projects and narratives to emerge. 
 National censuses often provide a concrete example of social naming by 
a racially structured state.  As a powerful and visible racial project, racial and 
ethnic questions in the census are an important means for the state to statistically 
describe collective identities.  However, the narratives behind the census itself, as 
a tool of the state, are often overlooked, depicting the census as a neutral 
institution which merely counts – assuming that racial/ethnic categories exist in 
objective reality to be counted (Nobles 2000).  In fact, as politicized projects, 
national censuses do more than merely reflecting social reality, playing a key role 
in its construction and in the assignment of gendered and racial meanings 
(Appadurai 1996; Kertzer and Arel 2002).  
The classification of race and ethnicity in the national census is 
particularly significant.  Such categorization is routine in the public sphere in 
many countries, with consequences for both state conceptualizations of race and 
belonging, and individual everyday lives (Aspinall 2012).  Specifically, the post-
colonial racial state is closely linked to racial projects of classification.  As both 
Singapore and New Zealand have British colonial pasts (albeit very different 
ones), it is important to recognize the ways in which the colonial regime used 
categorization as a way of “imposing, reinforcing and extending the colonizers’ 
racial and ethnic perceptions through categorization” (Nobles 2000:181).  By 
allocating segments of the population into broad, externally defined categories, 
colonial authorities were closely aligned with the popularization of “scientific” 
racial hierarchies, legitimizing beliefs in racial differences.  The colonial census 
was key in this process, creating categories and boundaries around racial groups 
with very real and practical consequences (Appadurai 1993:333-334).   
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Anderson (1991) describes this racialized base of census categorization in 
colonial Southeast Asia, illustrating the development of dominant narratives as 
the colonial state (re)imagined its dominion and reduced complexities to 
countable certainties.  The census then becomes a powerful project shaping and 
shaped by narrative.  This form of categorization remains a significant organizing 
principle in many formerly colonized states, where the racial categories of the 
colonizers have been adopted, both bounding and creating identities.  Colonial 
racial narratives have been reinvented as post-colonial, re-creating race in a way 
which influences everyday understandings of identity through bureaucratic 
practice and national narratives of belonging. 
 The positioning of “mixed race” in such macro narratives is complex and 
often contradictory.  Historical processes of racial formation were distinctly 
gendered in terms of racial mixing and the potential for hybrid identities, with 
Stoler suggesting that such gender inequalities were key to the structure of 
colonial racism itself (Stoler 1991:52).  Racial mixing represented a significant 
danger to the racial purity and power hierarchy which underpinned colonial 
authority, highlighting both the power differentials between women and men, 
colonizer and colonized, and the blurring of boundaries in everyday life.  
Intermixing did occur nevertheless, and even within strict colonial quantification 
of racial singularity, hybrid communities and individual identities were able to 
develop and negotiate different understandings of belonging (see Jayawardena 
2007; Jones 2010; Luke and Luke 1999). 
This continues in contemporary post-colonial states.  Despite singular 
bases for racial categorization, the lived reality of “mixed” and/or “unmixed” 
individuals continues to be infinitely more complex.  Mixed identities represent 
the intersection of the biological and the social, and the dissonance between 
classificatory frameworks and personal identification highlights the ways in which 
individual and state racial projects can overlap, intersect and contradict.  
Definitions of race and “mixed race” are contextual and shifting, as attitudes 
towards measurement and the purposes of such measurement change (Morning 
2002)10.  Narratives of “mixed race” serve to critique the essentialized nature of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 The purpose of classification and its importance at individual and state levels has shifted in a 
number of countries, including the US, Canada and the UK, as macro narratives of classification 
are increasingly associated with group legitimization and individual identification (DaCosta 2003; 
Thompson 2011) 
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racial categories, to subvert these categories in the assertion of hybridity, to 
bolster dominant narratives of categorization through promotion of the belief 
that distinct races exist to be mixed, or they can even be co-opted into state 
narratives of racialization. 
 
Intermezzo: community, diaspora, and belonging  
Connecting macro narratives of racial formation to the personal and 
grounded level of individual narratives, this research draws out the intersection 
between the two at the meso level.  As the institutions and communities linking 
the state to the individual, meso-level structures reveal the interconnections and 
dissonances between the individual and societal levels (Callister et al. 2009:9).  As 
social interaction occurs within and between communities, the in-between 
positioning of individuals of mixed descent highlights a complexity of influences.  
In the case of minority/majority mixes, individuals locate themselves both within 
and between multiple communities, internalizing the racial narratives from the 
dominant majority, the ethnic minority, both communities simultaneously, or 
neither one in an attempt at dislocation.  Individuals are positioned and named 
within communities, neighbourhoods and families, but also have the capacity to 
reposition themselves within (or without) the available social discourses (Luke 
and Luke 1999:229). 
 For minority communities in post-colonial, settler societies, the concept 
of diaspora has particular implications for narratives of mixed racial formation.  
The traditional conception of diaspora defines a type of collective identity 
associated with a sense of displacement, a feeling of common community origins, 
and a strong attachment to an “original” homeland (Clifford 1994:305).  More 
recent insights illustrate how many contemporary diaspora communities describe 
a sense of collective identity, not through a longing for a lost homeland, but 
through a sense of distinctiveness and location in the cultural present (Ang 2001; 
Gabriel 2010).  For individuals of mixed descent, a sense of minority 
identification is then very much shaped by local context and new forms of 
diasporic narratives.  Diaspora identification is culturally “mixed”, developing 
new understandings of community, and intertwining re-imaginings of citizenship, 
race, ethnicity and culture.   
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By complicating diaspora, and recognizing the hybrid nature of 
interactions and identifications at the meso level, “mixed race” can be 
understood in relation to a more nuanced conception of “home”: both in terms 
of collective histories, diasporic links, present location, and location in relation to 
others.  Narratives of home relate closely to experiences and structures at the 
meso level, bringing together macro narratives of state racial formation with 
meso narratives of community belonging.  The meso level acts as a bridge, an 
intermezzo, between the two levels of analysis, connecting wider, impersonal 
narratives of state structure, with the intimate and half-hidden stories that 
individuals tell themselves in order to make sense of the world. 
 
Micro: narratives of mixedness 
At the individual, experiential level, racial projects and narratives are both 
personal and interactional.  Located in a specific national and historical context, 
each individual formulates identity within a wider framework.  Racial meanings, 
categorizations and stereotypes are used to construct personal identity and to 
manage interactions with individuals and groups, using the phenotypical markers 
of race (how a person appears) and ancestral associations to provide clues as to 
who a person is (Cheng 2004).  
Racial projects and processes are not unidirectional, and individual 
projects can influence collective understandings at the macro level through 
narratives and racial projects expressed at the meso level.  Socially available labels 
and meanings shape individual racial projects of identification and interaction, 
with reference to understandings of race at the state and collective levels within 
society (Appiah 2009:670; Omi and Winant 1986).  At the same time, individual 
racial projects can be tied to the projects of social movements or alternative 
institutional narratives, challenging the dominant racial meanings of the state.   
Bringing together processes of racial formation and identity narration at 
the micro level, racial narratives of individuals can be juxtaposed with macro level 
narratives, illustrating different patterns through meso level narratives and 
processes.  Previous typologies of “mixed race” identity have been developed, 
from micro-level psychological and therapeutic frameworks, to macro-level 
explanatory models of acculturation and assimilation.  While useful explanatory 
frameworks, at both levels these models tend to reinforce the notion of distinct 
	   38 
boundaries between racialized groups, they lack a coherent linkage between the 
micro and the macro, and often indirectly reinforce negative stereotypes, such as 
pathologies of mixed blood or marginality.  
 
Narrative characterizations in Singapore and New Zealand 
Taking a narrative perspective, this project explores “mixed race” at the 
micro level through an understanding of narratives within narratives, rather than 
a typology of identities or outcomes.  Moving away from the idea that identities 
can be discretely categorized, or divided into parts, this project shifts the focus 
from racialized ancestry as leading to a particular form of identity.  Looking 
instead at how individuals narrate their identities, this research emphasizes the 
positioning of identity processes within the racial framework of the state: stories 
articulated in response to macro level racial projects and available racial 
narratives.  A narrative approach highlights the imposed and ascribed boundaries 
surrounding “mixed race”, and the ways in which racialized identities are 
frequently understood as embodied.  Narratives of mixedness, set against 
dominant narratives of singularity, show how conceptions of race and culture are 
complicated and redefined in everyday life, playing on meanings of difference 
and sameness, and alternative understandings of what it means to belong. 
Drawing on previous classifications of identity (see page 17), I teased out 
four broad characterizations of stories around mixed race.  By looking at stories, 
and stories about identities, rather than simply identities, I searched for the 
themes and directions of these stories, not the different types of identities.  A 
characterization of narrative responses, rather than a categorization of identity, 
aims then to highlight the fluidity and diversity of “mixed” identities, as 
illustrated and experienced by individuals in their daily lives.  These narratives are 
characterized as follows: 
Narratives of reinforcement, which support and reiterate the dominant racial narrative 
of singularity, matching categorization to personal identification and describing 
an active choice to live within a single racial label, potentially echoing “marginal” 
narratives of identity.   
Narratives of accommodation, which fit unproblematically within state categorizations 
of race, accepting the racialized nature of state classification and policy outcomes.  
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These narratives make a distinction between public and private identities, 
allowing for the coexistence of simplified identity labels within a state framework, 
and personal racial projects and narratives expressing mixedness.  
Narratives of transcendence, which accept the reality of racial categorization, but 
refuse practical engagement.  These narratives instead maintain a non-racial 
identification (such as civic or religious) to distance personal narrative from 
public narratives.   
Narratives of subversion, which actively oppose the categorization of dominant racial 
narratives through emphasis on mixedness, duality, or reclaiming formerly 
derogatory terms.  These narratives seek to promote racial projects of mixedness 
in the public sphere, and pushing against the mismatch between public and 
private. 
 
Table 3.1: Narrative Characterizations 
 Working within state framework Going against state framework 
Acceptance of reality of the racial 






Active engagement in racial projects 
in/against state framework 






The four narratives characterized above seek to illustrate the different yet 
overlapping ways in which individuals of mixed descent actively construct their 
identities within a dominant narrative of racialized group membership.  Growing 
out of (yet away from) previous identity typologies, this characterization focuses 
on the variety and inconsistency of individual racial projects, as constrained and 
enabled by context.  Narratives describe processes of identification which can be 
described through stories, rather than a singular essence of identity to be mapped 
and analyzed (Hall 1996:2). 
This characterization does not propose to firmly classify individuals, but 
rather to locate and explore the stories they tell.  Individuals may position their 
stories within different narrative characterizations over time, or even several 
simultaneously.  This fluidity highlights the flexibility and shifting nature of all 
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forms of identity, allowing space for internal and external contradictions, changes 
and reinforcements.  It also recognizes that there can be significant dissonance 
between how people want to be perceived, how they perceive themselves, how 
others perceive them, and how they fit themselves into wider classificatory 
frameworks.  This framework of characterization focuses on “mixed” identity as 
a process, as a way of “moving through categories” (Mahtani 2005:90).  “Mixed 
race” is shaped by issues of race, gender, context and power: an identity 
negotiated by individual actions and beliefs, but firmly positioned within wider 
narratives and racial projects. 
As will be laid out in the following chapter, race is significant and 
managed by the state in both New Zealand and Singapore, but in different ways. 
In both cases, despite the contemporary overarching narrative of diversity and 
multiplicity, individual mixed identities have been simultaneously acknowledged 
and ignored – recognized officially through categorization or acknowledgement 
of intermarriage, but practically subsumed under the broader racial categories 
which structure institutional and everyday interactions in society.  
In Singapore, race is a collective identity, as an enforced form of group 
identity, positioned within a narrative of a nation’s development and 
independence (Liu et al. 2002).  Against a racially structured background, where 
all individuals are classified within the Chinese/Malay/Indian/Other framework, 
“mixed race” positions individuals as out of place.  As such, I expect that 
narratives will resonate mostly with characterizations of reinforcement or 
transcendence, either working firmly within or completely breaking out of the 
national four-race framework.  The multiracial framework in Singapore both 
reinforces race and discourages racially-based identity claims – with claims at the 
group level in particular seen as disrupting the communitarian system of group 
equality (Chua 1998:36).  In this context, it is the denial of race that politicizes 
identity at the individual level, rather than an assertion of mixedness.  I expect 
narratives to highlight non-racial transcendence as a way of negotiating the 
difficulties of maintaining a “mixed” identity in a racially structured context. 
In New Zealand, racial/ethnic identity is promoted as individualistic and 
voluntary (to a certain extent), located within a bicultural, post-colonial narrative 
of relations between groups (Liu et al. 2002).  Race has largely been replaced by 
ethnicity in state discourse, and is officially fluid and multiple for individuals.  
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However, previous understandings of race and racialized groupings linger.  I 
expect narratives to reflect mostly accommodation or subversion: working within 
the liberal state framework and accepting a public/private division, or further 
transgressing understandings of multiplicity by deliberately resisting or 
complicating what it means to be “mixed”.  In this context, laying a personal 
claim to a race/ethnicity (or multiples) politicizes identity, as multiple and fluid 
identities are ostensibly widely accepted.  I expect narratives to highlight such 
fluidity, with narratives of subversion countering the tendency to exoticize, or 
marginalize, mixed identities.   
 “Mixed race” is understood and experienced very differently in each 
context.  Individual narratives of mixedness can result in dissonance between the 
individual and the racialized state framework, with individual racial identities 
either disrupting, maintaining, or even reinforcing the status quo.  This 
exploration of personal narratives of mixedness aims to shed light on the way 
identities are constructed within and through specific and located stories – how 
the narrativization of the self reflects and absorbs the narratives of the nation 
(Hall 1996:4).  While “mixed race” highlights the tension between macro 
categorization of identities and the lived, gendered and racialized experiences of 
individuals, deconstructing narratives of mixedness highlights narrative 
interdependence, and the way conceptions of “mixed race” bolster, threaten and 
redefine wider narratives of race. 
 
Research Methods 
Previous research on “mixed race” has made use of a variety of methods, 
ranging from surveys to ethnographies and life stories, illustrating the complex 
and subjective nature of the issues involved.  Qualitative research is particularly 
suited to this field of study, using the researcher as an instrument to inductively 
explore what issues of race, identity, belonging and mixedness mean for 
participants themselves.  Qualitative methods provide space and flexibility, 
allowing participants to share their narratives of identity as grounded in a 
particular context: not attempting to separate themes and isolate variables for an 
abstract definition of “mixed race” (see Creswell 2007; Creswell 2009). 
This qualitative study seeks insight into “mixed race” across different 
contexts, using two methods to aid in drawing out comparisons and interactions 
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to be explored.  These methods are based on the perception of reality as 
constructed and shifting, rather than as an ultimate “truth” to be uncovered 
through research.  This is closely tied to the theoretical lens of racial formation, 
and the focus on the importance of narrative in negotiating and exploring 
identity.  I initially used a web survey to explore the breadth of influences on 
mixed identity and to draw out the relationship between state and individual 
narratives of race.  This was followed by in-depth individual interviews to elicit 
personal stories of mixedness, and to generate new insights into mixed identity 
within different structural frameworks. Through an exploration of individuals’ 
stories of identity (created by the teller within a structured interaction), I sought 
to understand how and why individual narratives of mixedness differ, and how 
these narratives are situated within wider narratives of racial formation.  
This combination of methods is based on Aspinall et al.’s (2008) 
approach, which found that while a survey provided responses that illustrated the 
breadth of the various measures of identification and heritage, the full complexity 
and subtle shifts inherent in respondents’ identities were better captured through 
in-depth interviews (see also Root 1992a; Song 2010a).  By matching methods to 
theory, this project brings together a framework combining racial formation and 
narrativity to better conceptualize mixedness, using small numbers of individuals 
who identify as “mixed” in both contexts to draw out the relationships between 
micro and macro narratives.   
 
Sampling and target population 
In order to conduct a focused piece of research, this study looked at 
individuals of mixed Chinese-European11 descent.  While mixedness is relevant 
for many groups in both countries, I chose to focus on this particular population, 
which is present in both New Zealand and Singapore.  This aimed to better 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 The terms “Chinese” and “European” were used, rather than “Asian” and “Caucasian”, to 
avoid racially-based and overly broad classifications – although it must be acknowledged that as 
social classification is often based on phenotype (regardless of the biologically baseless nature of 
“race”), an element of defining the study population was related to an individual’s perception of 
their appearance, their self-definition and the generalizations of others.  I also acknowledge the 
discrepancy in terminology between Chinese (national) and European (pan-national) – these 
terms and groupings have been chosen for their popular meanings and salience in both New 
Zealand and Singapore, as my definitions must coincide with those of the countries under study. 
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illustrate the intersections of colonial legacies, racial hierarchies and present-day 
interactions, drawing out issues around identity, history and racial classification.   
My target population consisted of women and men of mixed Chinese-
European descent above 20 years of age, to avoid the adolescent complexity of 
identity development seen in many previous studies.  This limited the study to a 
select population, and included some overlap with the Eurasian population in 
Singapore, particularly the “new Eurasians” (Pereira 1997).  This comparison is 
made not because of any assumption of biological sameness to be compared in 
different settings, but because of the cultural distance and gendered relations 
between parents (whether actual or socially perceived), and the reactions of the 
dominant social group to the mixing of two purportedly distant groups: 
highlighting majority/minority group relations and gendered/racialized power 
imbalances.  Furthermore, there is an interesting socio-economic dimension to 
intermarriage and minority integration in both contexts, as the Chinese in New 
Zealand and the Europeans in Singapore are successful, economically mobile 
minority groups, with divergent experiences of acceptance and integration. 
As part of the research process, sampling was selective.  Out of necessity 
and in line with much previous research on “mixed race”, I used convenience 
samples with a potential snowballing effect.  This form of purposeful sampling 
aimed to recruit a group of participants who would best be able to assist me in 
further understanding issues of “mixed race” (see Creswell 2009).  Given the 
nature of the research and the research questions, defining the sampling frame in 
the quantitative sense was unnecessary, as I was not aiming for a sample that was 
“representative” in any statistical sense of the word.   
 
Personal positioning and ethical considerations 
As described by Mahtani (2002c, 2012), my personal background is 
important to acknowledge, as I locate myself within the field of “mixed race 
studies” as both an involved insider and academic outsider (see also Khanna 
2010).  As a woman of mixed heritage, my research is necessarily grounded in my 
personal experiences and the assumptions drawn from this.  Hence, I strove to 
carefully balance my roles and positionings as an insider and an outsider.  I was 
also aware of a potentially positive bias towards my research topic, drawn from 
my own biography.  Although personal motivation can provide momentum and 
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passion to the research, personal (and emotional) involvement can also work 
negatively, biasing my research by influencing the questions that I ask and the 
reality that I construct around my participants.  I return to this reflexive 
positioning later in the chapter. 
Ethical considerations were important to the research, as I was dealing 
with individuals, and potential querying aspects of their identity which they may 
have struggled with in the past.  Formal approval was obtained from the 
Departmental Ethics Review Committee in October 2010 (DERC approval 
2010-134, see Appendix 1), for both the online survey and the following 
interviews.  On my part, I sought to undertake all data-gathering in a sensitive 
manner, and I ensured the full consent of participants, who understood that 
publications were likely to result from the research.  As in social science research 
in general, ethical considerations are primarily applicable when information is 
made public.  To minimize any risk to participants, I assigned pseudonyms to 
participants from the beginning of the research process, ensuring that anonymity 
was maintained, and I respected participants’ wishes as to what was recorded 
during interviews.  My primary loyalty remains to my research subjects, to ensure 
that no harm results from my research. 
 
Stage One: Web Survey 
Beginning the fieldwork, two brief web surveys were designed (one for 
each country case study) to highlight issues relating to “mixed race” on the macro 
and micro levels, which could be probed further at the next stage.  The two 
surveys were designed and tested in late 2010, and opened for response from 
January to April 2011.  As a method of data gathering, internet samples have 
been shown to be relatively diverse in terms of gender and socioeconomic status 
(Gosling et al. 2004), and a web survey was selected as a particularly accessible 
method for the target age group in the technologically advanced contexts of 
Singapore and New Zealand.   The surveys were constructed and hosted using 
Vovici, the in-house web survey software at NUS.  This selection was to provide 
participants with a secure institutional URL for the survey 
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(https://esurvey.nus.edu.sg), bolstering the impression of legitimacy for the 
research process12.  
The surveys were designed in order to better define “mixed race” 
ancestry, to query preferred labels, and to explore state-individual interactions 
and influences.  Questions were based around the understanding that individuals 
of mixed descent identify themselves in numerous and shifting ways, seeking to 
highlight unexpected links and breaks between heritage, biology, identity and 
experience (Stephan 1991).  Questions and themes were developed from 
contextual and broader issues highlighted in the literature review process, and 
also drew on Rockquemore and Brunsma’s survey research on “mixed race” 
identification (2002), and Sanchez et al.’s questions on situational racial 
identification and categorization (2009). 
As the cross-cultural aspect to the research needed to be carefully 
negotiated, the two surveys were essentially the same, but with minor differences 
in terminology.  Certain questions were used across both contexts, and some 
context-specific but equivalent questions were proffered: using “race” in 
Singapore and “ethnicity” in New Zealand, and using the appropriate census 
question in each context (see Harkness 2003; Przeworkski and Teune 1966).  In 
order to avoid leading participants or over-emphasizing the idea of race, the 
surveys were titled “Identity and Heritage in Singapore/New Zealand”, and 
questions deliberately avoided the term “mixed race”.  In terms of questionnaire 
design, a combination of open and closed questions were used, as both appear to 
have advantages and disadvantages in survey research (Krosnick 1999:543-544).  
The questions fell into 4 categories: personal background, family background, 
descriptions of identity and relationships with official classifications. 
To ensure that the survey questions were easily comprehensible and that 
the survey itself was well designed, a process of pretesting was carried out over 
four weeks in November and December 2010.  As an important aspect of survey 
research, pretesting helps to clarify issues with question wording and design, as 
well as the overall goal of the survey itself (Collins 2003).  Looking at issues of 
race and ethnicity, the pretesting process was used as a way to check for different 
interpretations of “mixed race”, and to ensure that the survey did not appear to 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 These institutional URLs were used throughout the recruitment process, except in classified 
newspaper advertisements, which used shortened versions for ease of reference: 
http://bit.ly/NZidentity and http://bit.ly/SGidentity.  
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lead respondents towards a “desirable” set of answers.  The aims of the 
pretesting process were to check structure and design, to ensure that respondents 
could answer each question easily, and to test whether the information gained 
from the survey could be analysed in a coherent way (Hunt et al. 1982). 
Eight individuals took part in the pretest.  Initially, four participants who 
were of mixed heritage but were not eligible for the final sample, participated 
(two in Singapore and two in New Zealand), to ensure that the questions were 
suitable to the context and addressed issues of identity in a clear and sensitive 
manner.  Following this, two IT/web design professionals filled in the survey, to 
address technical issues and to give a more general perspective on questions and 
design.  Finally, two individuals (one in Singapore and one in New Zealand) who 
were eligible to complete the survey participated.  This number was deliberately 
kept small, to avoid respondent fatigue with an anticipated small pool of 
respondents.   
A number of changes were suggested during the pretesting process.  The 
main substantive changes included re-wording certain questions for clarity, 
particularly those on family relationships and religion.  It was also found that the 
question on ranking different forms of identity was too complex and time-
consuming.  This was radically changed to remove the comparative dimension, 
instead asking participants to state the importance of each form of identity alone.  
Technical changes involved altering margins and formatting to improve 
functionality with a wider range of internet browsers; and readjusting the time 
estimate for survey completion, from 30 minutes to 15 minutes.  The text for the 
final surveys can be found in Appendices 2 and 3. 
 
Recruitment and data gathering 
The official surveys were launched at the beginning of January 2011.  Out 
of necessity, recruitment was based on a convenience sample.  The surveys were 
launched as open (public) URLs and participants were then recruited through 
educational institutions, community organizations and web-based groups, in four 
phases from January to April 2011.  The main methods of recruitment included 
flyers, emails sent through insider contacts, internet postings on forums, 
community groups and online classifieds, advertising in local newspapers and 
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posters (see Appendix 4 for advertisement, poster and online posting texts, and 
Appendix 5 for full description of phases).   
The advertisements asked for individuals with one Chinese and one 
European parent, without using the term “mixed”, to avoid biasing the sample by 
recruiting only those individuals who self-identified as “mixed” (see Herman 
2011; Khanna and Johnson 2010; Root 1992a).  Interested participants were 
directed to the appropriate survey website, and were also able to contact me by 
email.  Contact information was solicited for the in-depth interviews, using the 
survey as a way to outline key issues, define the target population and recruit 
participants for further study (as demonstrated by Rockquemore 2002).   
Email proved a highly successful method of contact, disseminating the 
surveys to personal contacts, professional colleagues, academic institutions and 
community groups.  Using online forums and groups, such as those based on 
facebook.com13, also gave me access to a number of potential participants.  Publicity 
through local associations proved very useful, with the Eurasian Association in 
Singapore disseminating information about the survey in their e-Newsletter and 
print magazine, The New Eurasian, in the first quarter of 2010.  The Migrant News 
in New Zealand posted survey information on their website, and the New 
Zealand Chinese Association and regional branches of the New Zealand China 
Friendship Society sent information to their database of members.  Other 
associations proved less responsive initially, but concerted follow up found that 
many were willing to put up posters and/or send information to their members. 
Advertising and publicity through local print media was brought in as part 
of the third phase of dissemination.  Classified advertisements were placed in a 
number of local and national newspapers around New Zealand, and in the Straits 
Times in Singapore.  Additionally, several local papers in New Zealand ran short 
stories about the research to further encourage public interest.  While two 
national newspapers (the New Zealand Herald and the Straits Times) expressed 
interest in the results of the survey, neither was able to assist by running articles 
at this stage. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 The two main groups contacted were Singapore Eurasian 
(http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=2216006899) and New Zealand Eurasian Invasian 
(http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=27702103883) 
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One change to the survey parameters was introduced after the first 
month of data collection, after the receipt of a number of emails from individuals 
over 40 years old, asking whether they were eligible for the survey.  Because the 
initial limit of 40 was instituted as respondents above that age were not expected, 
I removed the limit, and advertised instead for respondents over the age of 20. 
 
Survey limitations 
As in every form of research, using a web survey as a method for 
recruitment and initial data gathering had its limitations.  There are a number of 
areas where discrepancies of observation and measurement can affect the nature 
of research, involving the survey itself, the respondent, and the mode of research 
(Groves 1987:158).  These were minimized through thorough pretesting of the 
survey (including questions, format and data analysis), although a number of 
issues remain relevant (see Hunt et al. 1982; Krosnick 1999).   
While I aimed to disseminate the survey as widely as possible, in order to 
reach a wide range of individuals who identified in different ways, my recruitment 
no doubt biased my sample.  For example, in promoting my research through the 
Eurasian Association and online groups based around mixed identities, I 
potentially recruited larger numbers of people who already identified as mixed or 
who potentially knew each other.  To mitigate this, I attempted to reduce the 
focus on mixedness, reorienting the advertisements to stress heritage, and 
changing the title of the research, as mentioned above.  Given that heritage and 
identity are personal topics, it is likely that those individuals who chose to 
participate were predisposed to view being mixed in a positive light, while those 
who had more negative views would not feel the need to elaborate on this, and 
were missed from the sample (see Root 1992a:183). 
A further limitation/complication arose as participants began to fill in the 
survey.  I discovered that a small number of individuals in both contexts had 
responded even though their backgrounds did not match the relatively limited 
parameters I had set: one Chinese and one European parent.  In Singapore, I 
found that a number of individuals had one Eurasian-identified parent, and in 
both countries, individuals had parents from mixed backgrounds: Chinese and 
another ethnic group, or European and another ethnic group.  For these 
individuals, they identified strongly as both Chinese and European, and 
	   49 
complicated the simplistic terminology I had used to describe complex 
phenomena.  In attempting to explore mixedness, I had set up categories for 
heritage that assumed “purity”, and excluded individuals who had different ways 
of understanding what it meant to be Chinese, European, and mixed.  To allow 
for this, I decided to include these participants, in order to bring in those at the 
margins of categorization structures, and hear what they had to say. 
 
Stage Two: Narrative Interviews 
The next stage of research involved a series of in-depth, face-to-face 
interviews carried out in New Zealand and Singapore.  Participants were initially 
contacted by email, using the details provided in the survey, and interview times 
and locations were established.  For the New Zealand group, 23 individuals 
provided contact details.  Of these, 2 withdrew, 1 was unreachable, and 20 were 
successfully interviewed.  For the Singapore group, 27 individuals provided 
contact details, 7 of those were unreachable, and 20 were successfully 
interviewed. 
  These interviews were designed to understand more fully the complexity 
and fluidity of how narratives of “mixed race” are constructed and positioned, 
and to draw the analysis down to the individual level.  Key issues were 
determined by the results of the survey, but questions remained broad, allowing 
the life stories and unique/shared experiences of participants to provide 
individual narratives of identity, positioned within/against macro narratives of 
racial formation.  The interviews were based around narrative inquiry, 
encouraging participants to tell stories about their lives.  This represents a 
different approach to understanding identity and the importance of race and 
“mixed race”: taking narrative seriously as a way for people to make sense of 
their lives and their identities (Chase 1995:2).  Hence, rather than asking leading 
questions about race and mixedness, I instead asked for stories of their 
experiences and themselves.  I was then able to allow for complexity, noticing 
whether/how race came up and how important it was for them.  
This series of interviews was based on the position that reality is reflected 
in interactions between individuals, in which identities are created, maintained, 
re-located and changed.  Rather than seeking to generalize about “mixed race” 
for the entire Chinese-European populations of New Zealand and Singapore, the 
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interviews sought to illuminate key experiences and forms of narrative, and the 
simultaneous undermining and reinforcement of static racial categories.  In a 
qualitative tradition, evidence was seen as created in a discursive exercise, in 
which meanings and understandings are negotiated between two parties.  Using 
narrative techniques, the interviews were approached as collaborations between 
researcher and participant.  Narratives which emerged in the interviews explored 
and created meaning for both parties, highlighting the subjective and 
contextualized nature of narratives of race and identity (Clandinin and Connelly 
2000; Ifekwunigwe 2001).   
A focus on personal narratives places the individual at the centre of the 
story, and the study of such narratives is particularly appropriate to research on 
identity.  Rather than describing an unchanging reality, individual narratives 
create, shape and describe individual perceptions of and assumptions about 
“reality”, with storytelling as a powerful tool to “narrativize” a coherent sense of 
self when confronting dissonance between self and society (Riessman 1993:3-5).  
In order to encourage such storytelling by respondents, the interviews were fairly 
informal and partially structured, to allow participants the freedom to narrativize 
their experiences, and bring up issues around their understandings of mixedness.  
Such narrative inquiry focuses on the individual, and the narratives which allow 
them to negotiate their many forms of identity, while at the same time locating 
these narratives within wider social, cultural and national narratives (Elliot 2005; 
Katz 1996; Riessman 2008).  As described by Chase: “Life stories embody what 
we need to study: the relation between this instance of social action (this 
particular life story) and the social world the narrator shares with others; the ways 
in which culture marks, shapes and/or constrains this narrative; and the ways in 
which this narrator makes use of cultural resources and struggles with cultural 
constraints” (1995:20). 
Questions were based on an interview guide structured around seven 
broad questions, informed by the results of the web survey and supplemented by 
probe questions to encourage further detail (as outlined by Riessman 1993:55).  
Questions were deliberately short and open-ended, and used simple, easy-to-
understand language to maintain a conversational tone (see Turner 2010).  The 
guide was pretested on two individuals (one man and one woman) in March 
2011.  The final seven questions sought to draw out narratives of growing up as 
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an individual of mixed heritage in New Zealand and Singapore, addressing issues 
of family, identity, community and classification (the final interview guide can be 
found in Appendix 6).   
The face-to-face interviews were carried out in New Zealand in May, 
June and July 2011, and in Singapore in April, May, July and August 2011 (see 
Appendix 7 for consent forms and research information).  Interviews were 
scheduled at the convenience of the participant, and I met individuals in a wide 
variety of locations, from coffee shops, libraries and malls to workplaces and 
homes.  12 of the interviews were conducted online (8 Singaporean and 4 New 
Zealand participants), using the free telephone/video service Skype to carry out 
virtual face-to-face interviews for participants located outside of Singapore and 
New Zealand.  The interviews ranged in length from 45 to 120 minutes, 
depending on the time constraints and willingness of the interviewee14.  As the 
primary researcher, I carried out the interviews myself, taking occasional notes, 
but primarily focusing on the interaction with the participant.  Following the 
interview, I outlined the next steps for the project, and offered to share the 
transcript, the recording, and any resulting publications with the participant.  A 
small gift was offered to participants as a token of gratitude.  All interviews, 
whether in person, or online, were digitally recorded15 and then transcribed 
verbatim (an interpretative practice in itself). 
 As the interviewer, I attempted to invite stories by wording questions in 
everyday language, by keeping my questions and interjections to a minimum to 
allow for the longer turns at talk that narrative requires, and by conveying my 
willingness to hear what people had to say (Chase 1995).  Highlighting the 
ubiquity of narratives in everyday life, most individuals welcomed a chance to 
elaborate on their life experiences at length.  I worked to create an open and safe 
environment for conversation using a number of techniques.  Firstly, I made sure 
I was familiar with the participant’s background, based on their survey responses, 
to make my questions and probes more personal and relevant.  Secondly, I 
allowed for silences, waiting for individuals to speak instead of cutting off 
narrative flows, and I sought to use short prompts to encourage longer and more 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Interestingly, the interviews done over Skype tended to last over 60 minutes, perhaps reflecting 
a willingness to speak in more depth about personal issues when there is a safe distance between 
the interviewer and interviewee. 
15 Except for one interview, where the participant did not give consent for recording.  Notes were 
taken by hand in this case. 
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detailed narratives, without overly asserting my role as researcher.  Finally, I tried 
to convey a sense of respect for the participants: encouraging an informal but 
courteous tone for the interview, listening attentively and reacting appropriately 
to disclosures, and keeping to the allotted time to acknowledge the value of their 
time. 
During the course of the interviews, I found that I took minimal notes, 
preferring to focus my attention on listening to the narrator’s story, hearing 
where they positioned themselves, and conveying my commitment to the 
interaction through my responses.  Some participants chose to illustrate their 
narratives with photos or other items that they had brought with them in order 
to better describe aspects of their stories.  Most participants were able to answer 
questions to their satisfaction within the allocated time, but several sent follow-
up thoughts in an email, in order to conclude their stories in a way that suited 
them. 
 
Finding myself in narratives 
 An important part of narrative inquiry was the way in which I found 
myself interacting with and relating to my participants.  There is no research 
detached from the researcher, and my biography and background are particularly 
important.  At the beginning of each interview, to acknowledge the power 
asymmetries and to create an open environment for talk, I both described the 
purpose of my project (my research questions, and the fact that I am pursuing a 
PhD) and my own personal heritage (see Ali 2006).  This reflexive approach 
meant that participants would occasionally refer to my background when 
describing theirs, or would reverse the situation, asking my own questions back at 
me.  I was engaged in narrating my own past for participants, constructing a 
sense of self, which I hoped would reflect aspects of theirs.  In the process, I 
found myself strongly relating to aspects of what they said, or, conversely, finding 
what they said to be almost unimaginable, and struggling to find perceptive 
follow-up questions.  The interviews were strange situations, involving intimate 
disclosures and personal discussions between strangers, potentially allowing 
participants to speak more freely. 
 Acknowledging my positive bias towards my heritage, I sought to listen 
for both narratives of acceptance and narratives of rejection, attempting to allow 
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for complex stories of identity which I expected to hear, and conflicting stories 
which were unexpected (see Mahtani 2005:88).  The interviews were inevitably 
influenced by what I found in common with participants, and the questions I 
asked drew on my own experiences and understandings, which I saw reflected in 
theirs.  I tried to avoid steering the interviews towards topics which I could easily 
relate to, and I deliberately did not use terms such as “mixed” unless the 
participant used such a term first. 
 As in the narratives themselves, the question of appearance was an 
interesting issue during the interviews.  Participants often referred to how they 
looked, and how they resembled one side of the family more than the other.  My 
own appearance also became a topic of conversation, with many participants 
stating that “you don’t look mixed”, despite their own experiences of the 
variability of phenotype.  Gender was also salient in the interview process, with 
markedly different interactions with women and men, illustrated by different 
levels of familiarity.  Both men and women made highly personal and emotional 
disclosures to a researcher who was essentially a stranger, perhaps related to the 
gendered stereotype that women are ‘good listeners’ (Oriola 2008:83). 
 
Transcribing narrative into text 
 Following each interview, I was faced with the task of transcribing a 
dynamic, interactive conversation into a meaningful and readable piece of text.  
Riessman stresses the important and interpretative nature of this process of 
transcription, as the transformation of the spoken into the written word 
necessarily flattens and simplifies the cadences and nuances of a verbal 
interaction (2008:21,29).  Transcription therefore re-creates the data to be 
analyzed, and the choices made during the transcription process influence the 
later processes of analysis (Kvale and Brinkman 2009).  Seemingly trivial issues, 
such as how to display types of speech, whether to include interjections and 
pauses, how to display changes of tone, and how much to include the presence 
of the researcher, in fact reflect both theoretical frameworks and practical 
constraints, and different decisions lead to the creation of different narratives 
from the same interaction (Riessman 2008:50). 
 For this project, I endeavoured to transcribe each interview within the 
following 48 hours, to keep the participant’s story at the forefront of my mind.  
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During the first listening, I transcribed the text verbatim, putting the overall 
narrative on paper.  I then listened to the interview a second time, to ensure 
accuracy, and to include phrasing and emphasis in the transcript.  A third 
listening followed this, to allow me to read and listen to the narrative as a whole, 
and to look for patterns, themes and narrative links (as in Ifekwunigwe 1999a).  
Following my narrative analysis of the text (as detailed below), I then listened to 
the interview one final time, to see how my textual interpretation related to the 
spoken stories.  Based on my theoretical framework and my practical constraints, 
I chose to leave out my interjections of agreement or encouragement, such as 
“yeah”, “I see” and “go on”, as these detracted from the flow of the narrative, 
and many of them were non-verbal (such as nods and smiles) and non-
transcribable.  This does not in any way take away from the co-constructed 
nature of the narrative, or the way in which the interviewee and interviewer 
interact – the joint nature of narrative is both implied and acknowledged. 
 During periods of intensive interviewing, when multiple interviews were 
conducted over a short period of time, two interviews were transcribed by a 
professional transcription service.  This was done under a strict 
confidentiality/non-disclosure agreement (see Appendix 8), and was subject to 
the same conventions as listed above.  Upon receipt of both transcriptions, I re-




After transcription, and while continuing to gather data, I began the 
process of analysis.  Transcripts of narratives were first analyzed as structured 
wholes: “precisely because they are essential meaning making structures, 
narratives must be preserved, not fractured” (Riessman 1993:4).  This places 
emphasis on the way in which stories are told in the context of the interview, 
rather than just the content of such stories.  I focused on what people said, how 
they said it, and how their stories were structured in relation to wider social 
stories (Riessman 1993).  I looked for both the particular and the general in each 
story, and the relationship between what was unique to the text, and common 
across groups (Chase 1995:22), paying special attention to their descriptions of 
categorization and identity/identification and other labels used to describe 
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ethnic/racial heritage.  The exact words used by participants were important to 
the analysis, as a particular choice of words can convey significant meaning, as 
interpreted both by the teller and the listener.   
The process of narrative analysis of the texts was drawn from Reissman’s 
work, combining analysis of sequence, language, and phrasing.  I made several 
readings of each text, in order to focus on the different locations and 
positionings of the self and others (Chase 2000:663).  On the first reading, I 
looked at each narrative as a structured whole, highlighting and noting key 
themes which emerged and developed over the course of the story (thematic 
analysis).  For the second reading, I engaged in a structural analysis: “…shifting 
focus from the told to the telling, from the narrator’s experience to the narrative 
itself” (Riessman 2008:77).  Each narrative was re-read in light of the four 
narrative characterizations: accommodation, subversion, transcendence and 
reinforcement, looking at both the wider story and smaller narrative fragments 
and tangents.  This overall structural reading and analysis focused on the “meta-
narrative” of the individual’s story, looking for linkages and unifying themes.  
This was then related back to the theoretical framework of narratives of racial 
formation, characterizing narratives and locating them against a background of 
macro narratives. 
Following this, I attempted to re-view the structure of the narratives, 
bringing together the thematic notes from the first reading, with the structural 
analysis of the second.  To do this, I brought in Riessman’s more subtle approach 
to narrative as a complex form of discourse, containing “embedded narrative 
segments within an overarching narrative that includes non narrative parts” 
(Riessman 1993:51).   This approach identifies narrative segments within the 
overarching narrative, divides narratives into stanzas and then explores the 
organizing and connecting metaphors as a set of structured and contextualized 
stories.  The bounded story of characterization becomes a fluid set of stories and 
themes, framed in the context of interaction (Riessman 2008:6). 
I then explored each micro narrative as linked and re-constructed within 
the broader individual narrative, and juxtaposed against other individual 
narratives in a wider national context.  Shifts within and between stories were 
explored as connections, and the ways in which individuals reconciled 
contradictions into coherence were highlighted during this process (Mishler 
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1986).  This process of analysis was continued until issues of saturation and focus 
were adequately addressed: saturation occurring when the breadth of the data was 
covered, and focus providing enough depth to the work (see Richards 2005; 
Small 2009).   
This narrative focus on data gathering and analysis sought to look further 
beyond the text (while keeping the narrator in focus), providing a way to 
conceptualize that ever-elusive link between agency and structure, micro and 
macro.  Individual narratives were explored to produce new narrative fragments, 
without trivializing the particularities or commonalities of lived experiences.  
Wider narratives of racial formation provided the context in which to position 
individual narratives of identity, providing insight into wider processes.  Narrative 
analysis allowed for recognition of the uniqueness of each individual’s gendered 
and racialized positioning, while exploring the commonalities between narratives 
(Josselson 2006:5), zooming in and out in order to better understand the 
interaction between large- and small-scale stories of identity (Richards 2005:136). 
 
Validity and reliability 
As described by LeCompte and Goetz (1982), reliability and validity are 
the ultimate aims of successful research, applicable both to qualitative and 
quantitative methods.  Taken from quantitative research paradigms, reliability is 
frequently described as the replicability and consistency of research findings, 
while validity refers to the correctness of the conclusions and ability of the 
research to reflect external reality (Elliot 2005:22; Kvale and Brinkman 2009:245-
246). However, in terms of ensuring reliability and validity for qualitative data 
collection and analysis, Richards’ redefinition of these methodological concepts 
seems more appropriate, returning them to their original, everyday meanings.  
Through a combination of a grounded theoretical framework and a reflexive and 
race/gender sensitive application of narrative analysis, my ultimate aim was to 
propose valid, well-founded and strong conclusions, through methods that can be 
relied upon (Richards 2005).   
The use of narrative inquiry as part of the research process had particular 
implications for questions of validity and reliability.  Like all interviewing, 
narrative interviewing is a particular social practice, with the accompanying 
ethical issues and power imbalances.  Narrative inquiry can be criticized as 
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lacking in analytical rigour, due to its subjective nature and individual focus 
(Delgado and Stefancic 2001).  The attempt to impose a unifying narrative on the 
disjointed stories of individuals could be an attempt to see a coherence which 
does not exist, imposing a frame of order on the fragments of individual 
identities (Frosh 2007).  However, narrative inquiry does not rely simply on a 
single, integrated narrative for each individual.  Its strength is in allowing for 
multiple, simultaneous and conflicting narratives, which can illuminate the 
cultural frameworks in which they are constructed and allow the interviewee to 
take some measure of control in the interview itself (Elliot 2005). 
Similarly, in a quantitative tradition, asking about past behaviour is 
perceived as unreliable (Chang and Krosnick 2003), as memories of previous 
opinions may be adjusted according to current beliefs (Stephan and Stephan 
1989:512).  Yet, from a narrative perspective, perceptions and narratives of the 
past are valuable and insightful in their telling (Portelli 1991), understanding 
“narratives as providing the truths of our experiences, rather than some larger 
Truth” (Riessman 1993:22).  Although the small numbers involved in this 
research project limited the way in which the analysis developed and the resulting 
wider applicability, the multiple stories told by individuals served to highlight the 
variable and contextualized nature of understandings of mixedness (see also 
LeFlore-Muñoz 2010). 
I therefore aimed for trustworthiness, rather than truth, in my research 
(Riessman 2008:189).  There are a number of possible methods to work towards 
this form of validity and reliablity, ensuring a sense of coherence in investigation 
and analysis (Kvale and Brinkman 2009).  Following Creswell’s suggestions, I 
aimed for reliable information by carefully checking transcripts for mistakes, and 
keeping my thematic and structural analyses focused across the different 
transcripts.  I addressed issues of validity through both rich description from the 
participant narratives, clarifying my own positionality in the research process, and 
presenting data that both supported and contradicted my theoretical 
assumptions.  I also utilised member-checking to validate the stories which I had 
interpreted from participants’ stories (Riessman 2008:184): sending transcripts 
and recordings of interviews to participants (if they so requested), and drafts of 
articles and chapters which made use of their narratives for their information and 
feedback (see Creswell 2007; Creswell 2009).  This process of validation also 
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acted as a safeguard for ethical concerns.  By including participants in the 
reviewing process, I ensured that my analysis and use of their words was 
sensitive, not demeaning their stories or the intimacy they had shared. 
I attempted to acknowledge power discrepancies from the start, by being 
open about the goals of the project, allowing participants access to information at 
all stages of the project, and viewing the interview itself as an interactive 
exploration, not a question-and-answer session or a researcher’s quest for 
knowledge.  I further sought to ensure the quality of the narrative interviews, by 
asking short and open-ended questions, keeping concepts simple and allowing 
participants to take the interview where they wished.  Rather than being too 
concerned about whether my questions were “leading”, I asked questions which 
related to what participants had shared and let their answers lead the interview: 
“…the decisive issue is not whether to lead or not to lead, but where the 
interview questions lead, whether they lead to new, trustworthy and worthwhile 
knowledge” (Kvale and Brinkman 2009:173). 
Narrative can be seen as a holistic way of conducting an interview, 
thereby improving the validity of the research, as individuals are able to use their 
own conceptual frameworks to shape their answers, and the interview, as they 
wish.  Yet, the artificial setting of an interview and the co-constructed nature of 
narrative calls into question any idea of “truth”, suggesting that perhaps these 
narratives would only be told in such a setting.  Were my participant’s narratives 
produced specifically for my research, or were they similar to those which would 
occur spontaneously?  And which would make them more valid?  Rather than 
focusing on the validity of the narratives themselves, I concur with Elliot (2005) 
in stressing that narratives are not simple records of past events, but they 
describe meanings attached to those events, within the wider context in which 
they are told. 
The central safeguard for reliability and validity in this project was the 
transparency and credibility of the research process as a whole.  I strove to clearly 
map out the entire journey, from the initial assumptions and development of the 
theoretical framework, to the processes of data gathering and analysis.  I aimed 
for reliability through clearly documenting my methods of inquiry and 
understanding, providing detail so that my procedures could be analyzed and 
replicated.  Through this approach to research as a craft, I hope to explore 
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evident and convincing results, leading to compelling and coherent conclusions 
(Kvale and Brinkman 2009:260).  
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Chapter Four: Racial Formations in New Zealand and 
Singapore16 
 
Processes of racial formation in New Zealand and in Singapore have 
undergone significant shifts across different stages of nation-building.  Although 
both countries were colonized by the British and can be broadly described as 
“post-colonial”, the colonialisms experienced in either context varied greatly: 
each country represents a unique form of post-coloniality.  As a contested and 
often ambiguous term, “post-colonial” in this sense refers to a form of continuity 
between colonial and independent governance, as opposed to “decolonization”, 
which represents a complete break with a colonial past (Veracini 2007:11).  By 
describing both countries as post-colonial, I am seeking to explore how 
colonialism affected identities in both countries, and how its legacy continues to 
affect individuals and institutions today (see Ahmed 2000; Pearson 2001).  As 
described by much previous work, colonialism had powerful impacts on both the 
colonized and the colonizer (Gunew 2004; Stratton and Devadas 2010), and in 
the case of these two countries, many of these impacts centered around the 
ideology of race. 
However, this is not to say that all post-colonial states are the same, and 
New Zealand and Singapore represent a key difference in types of colonialism.  
Colonialism, as in Singapore, refers to a situation in which the colonial power 
relied on both the acquisition of land and the subjugation of peoples, prior to 
post-colonialism, leaving “newly independent states from which the colonial 
powers by and large ‘went home’” (Prentice and Devadas 2008:1).  Settler 
colonialism, as in New Zealand, describes a situation where the land was primarily 
desired, and the colonial power sought “the reproduction of one’s own people 
through far settlement” (Belich 2009, cited in Cavanagh 2009:3).  Hence, in this 
post-(settler)-colonial experience, the colonial power remained, only now 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 Previous versions of this chapter were published as: 
Rocha, Zarine. 2012. "(Mixed) Racial Formation in Aotearoa/New Zealand: Framing 
Biculturalism and “Mixed Race” through Categorization." Kotuitui: New Zealand Journal of Social 
Sciences Online. 7(1):1-13. 
Rocha, Zarine. 2012. "Multiplicity within Singularity: Racial Categorization and Recognizing 
“Mixed Race” in Singapore." Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs. 30(3):95-131. 
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becoming part of the independent nation (see also Belich 2009; Prentice and 
Devadas 2008). 
Each situation illustrates the power of experiences of colonization.  In 
neither case are the legacies of colonialism entirely erased, and in both, race and 
racial ideology have had lingering effects.  This chapter compares the continuities 
and changes in racial narratives in both countries, exploring historical processes 
of (mixed) racial formation in both post-colonialities, through colonization and 
categorization. 
In New Zealand, racial formations have moved from initial colonial 
understandings of racialized domination and hierarchy, to the present-day 
complex narrative of a multicultural society within a bicultural national 
framework.  Connecting these national narratives over time is a constant thread 
of racial differentiation, framing inter-group relations within society and 
underpinning contemporary state and social understandings of race and mixed 
race.  As a lingering colonial legacy, the idea of race as a means to structure, 
delimit and understand society remains pervasive and powerful.  The political and 
socio-economic dominance of Pakeha17, continuing institutional and social racism 
and discrimination, and gendered divisions between and within racial/ethnic 
groups illustrate historically grounded intersections which perpetuate racialized 
hierarchies (Larner and Spoonley 1995:40).  In parallel, as racial narratives have 
shifted over time, from colonialism, to (biological) amalgamation, to assimilation, 
and towards biculturalism (Bozic-Vrbancic 2005:518), state, social and individual 
understandings of what it means to be “mixed race” in the New Zealand context 
have developed and changed.  
Similarly, race and racial categories have long played a significant role in 
everyday life and state organization in Singapore.  From colonization to 
independent statehood, narratives of racial distinctiveness and classification have 
underpinned processes of racial formation at macro and micro levels.  While 
multiplicity and diversity are important characteristics of Singaporean society, 
Singapore’s multiracial ideology is firmly based on separated, racialized groups, 
leaving little room for more complex individual and institutional racial projects.  
Multiracialism in Singapore has been described as “one of the nation’s founding 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 A commonly used term to describe New Zealanders of European descent (the numerical 
majority).  While frequently used by Maori and many Pakeha, the term is not without controversy, 
and is rejected as discriminatory by some groups of European descent (see Bell 1996). 
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myths” (Benjamin 1976:116).  In everyday life, the importance of race is 
simultaneously emphasized and downplayed, while at the same time rigidly 
dividing and maintaining the population in distinct racial groups.  Narratives of 
race in Singapore are highly visible, from the level of the state to the everyday 
lives of individuals, limiting even symbolic options for multiple racial 
identifications. While racial mixing has been a feature of Singaporean society for 
centuries, mixed identities have been predominantly marginalized, ignored, or 
even essentialized as a newly racialized identification, as in the case of the 
Eurasians.  
 
New Zealand 1830-1947: Colonization and Nation-building 
Race and racialized hierarchies were key in the British colonization of 
New Zealand, with pseudo-scientific understandings of race-based superiority 
providing justification for colonial policies of assimilation and dominance.  
Reliance on physical markers of difference and blood quantum made race an 
important organizing principle, defining the parameters for New Zealand’s 
processes of nation-building (Salesa 2011).  Both legal and social forms of 
discrimination were prominent, with state racial projects deliberately seeking to 
exclude non-white individuals, through restriction of immigration or policies of 
cultural marginalization and enforced assimilation.  Initial racial relations were 
characterized by the power imbalances of the colonizer and the colonized, 
reinforcing the separation between white and non-white, and epitomized in the 
1840 signing of the Treaty of Waitangi (Orange 1997; Spoonley 1993). 
 The categorization of the population along racial lines in the census was a 
crucial mechanism to elaborate and reinforce this idea of race and racial 
separation.  Such racial measurement was directed particularly at those who were 
classified as “half-castes”.  This “half-caste” category was important to the state 
in monitoring both inter-racial relationships and the expected “amalgamation” of 
Maori into the European population (Callister et al. 2006; Callister and Kukutai 
2009).  In contrast to many other colonial societies, the state closely monitored 
racial mixing and attempted to structure private lives through colonial policy, but 
never legally prohibited miscegenation, intertwining racial identities, gender roles 
and empire building (Wanhalla 2009).  Official understandings and measurements 
of mixed race were complex and often inconsistent – based on biological 
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understandings of blood, but tempered by the realities of cultural practices.  The 
concept of “half-caste” both described and dictated relationships between 
racialized groups, quantifying the biological mixing between groups, and acting as 
a means to promote certain processes of land acquisition and cultural dominance, 
in favour of the British settlers (Wanhalla 2004).   
 Against this background of Pakeha-Maori relations and colonial nation-
building, the Chinese in New Zealand were initially constructed and understood 
as the quintessential racial “other”.  Neither the colonizers nor the colonized, the 
Chinese were not included directly in the national narrative of identity, instead 
positioned as a racialized threat to New Zealand’s national identity (Ip 2008; Ng 
2003).  From 1880, as in the United States and Australia, this notion of racial 
exclusion translated from social prejudice into economic and political action.  
The state aimed to combat the “Yellow Peril” and to preserve the racial purity of 
the country through ideological and physical exclusion.  It enacted 21 separate 
bills over 39 years (including a poll tax), deliberately excluding the Chinese by 
preventing entry and isolating those already present from mainstream society 
(Murphy 2005; Sedgwick 1998).  In contrast to nominal acceptance of “half-
caste” Maori-Pakeha children, the idea of Pakeha-Chinese racial mixing was 
believed to lead to ruin for both parties, producing children who would be 
mentally and physically inferior (Lee 2003).   
New Zealand’s settler population continued to grow in the first half of 
the twentieth century, and the dominant narrative of national identity remained 
intimately connected to race (see Leckie 1985).  This was reflected in the 
measurement of race, with Victorian understandings of race and racial fractions 
and the accompanying separation of populations emerging in census 
measurements (Kukutai 2007; Statistics New Zealand 2004:21).  Such precise 
measurement indicated a declining tolerance for mixedness, as stated in the in 
1921 census report: “History has shown that the coalescence of the white and the 
so-called coloured races is not conducive to improvement in racial types” (cited 
in Murphy 2003:49).  Against this backdrop, the institutional exclusion of and 
discrimination against the Chinese continued.  In 1920, a new immigration 
restriction act introduced a permit system for non-British immigrants, provided 
at the sole discretion of the Minister of Customs, and enabling Chinese 
immigration to be entirely halted (Brookes 2007; Murphy 2005).  From 1937 
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onwards, this strict immigration criteria was relaxed somewhat, in recognition of 
China as an ally in the war effort.  Finally, in 1944, when the Labour government 
came into power, the poll tax was officially removed (Fong 1959; Ip 2003b).  
Institutional discrimination had begun to ease, although social exclusion 
remained common for the Chinese population. 
 
Singapore 1819-1965: Colonial Race and Pre-Independence Society 
Singapore was established as a trading post for the British East India 
Company, before becoming part of British Malaya in 1867 (Goh 2007:122).  As a 
British colony made up of a diverse population of settlers, it was also subject to 
organization informed by European racial theory, defining a racialized socio-
economic framework and hierarchy (Benjamin 1976; Hirschman 1986).  As in 
New Zealand, ideology that justified key economic and political imperatives was 
put into practice through the administrative and practical divisions of the 
population along racial lines.  In contrast to these neat delimitations, colonial 
Singaporean society was diverse and complicated, made up of groups that blurred 
at the edges18.  
The national census was a primary site of racialization in the face of this 
everyday ambiguity, as a powerful state racial project shaped by the colonizer’s 
racial ideology.  The earliest census categories were vague and multiple, while 
categories in later censuses became more particular, and importantly, more 
exclusively racialized (PuruShotam 1998).  In delimiting and managing race, the 
colonial government also attempted to control “mixed race”.  Individuals who 
appeared to belong to multiple groups were re-classified within a single racial 
category – based on style of dress, religious belief or simply the least complicated 
option.  The “Eurasian” category was an attempt to describe and encompass 
mixedness, providing a category into which European/Asian mixes19 could be 
bundled without further discussion (Braga-Blake 1992; PuruShotam 1998).   
 As an official marker of mixedness, Eurasian identity occupied a peculiar 
in-between position, suspended between the colonizers and the colonized.  The 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 The Peranakans provide a good example of this complexity, as an ethnic group which traced its 
descent to seventeenth century Chinese migrants who married local women in Southeast Asia 
(Beng 1993; Stokes-Rees 2007). 
19 In keeping with the European understanding of racial hierarchy, much intermixing (particularly 
inter-Asian intermixing, such as the Peranakans) was left unrecorded and unremarked. 
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outcome of intermixing, Eurasians subverted ideas of purity and authenticity, 
accepted by neither the Chinese nor the European community on the grounds of 
difference by blood and lineage (see Jayawardena 2007).  In response to such 
racial hierarchy and exclusion, Eurasians in Singapore attempted to form a more 
coherent community.  The Eurasian Association (EA) was formed in 1919, and 
as with other groups in Singapore, enclaves developed along ethnic lines (Braga-
Blake 1992).  Eurasian identity was consolidated around what was seen as unique 
to their community: mixed European/Asian descent (along patrilineal European 
lines), class, Christianity, and linguistic ability in English, effectively essentializing 
hybridity (Pereira 1997).  
The Second World War and the Japanese occupation had significant 
effects on the strength of racial identities in Singapore, marking the end of British 
imperial legitimacy (Tremewan 1994).  Against this background, a theory of 
multiracialism was developed, built on the racialized framework of colonial 
hierarchy, and initially proposed by English-educated intellectuals in the decade 
prior to independence (Hill and Lian 1995:92).  The British granted internal self-
government to Singapore in 1959, and in 1963, Malaya and Singapore became 
fully independent as a new nation: Malaysia (Chua 1998).  However, the two-year 
merger period was characterized by significant clashes between the central 
government and the Singaporean authorities on economic, political and social 
issues.  While a number of issues contributed to the separation in 1965, a key 
disagreement involved the role of race in politics (Rahim 1998; Wee 2001).  
Closely linked to the framework of multiracialism, the primacy of race for 
Singapore’s position in Malaysia highlighted the continuing influence of colonial 
structures, as strategies for independence and power were negotiated.  The 
political discourse and heightened sensitivities of this period further promoted 
racialized identities, whether as dominant identities or building blocks of a 
multiracial society, leading to instances of ethnic/racial violence within Singapore 
prior to the separation (Goh 2008a; Vasil 1995).   
 
New Zealand 1947-1980: Rebuilding, Partnership and Diversity 
 Domestically, the decades following World War II brought the 
beginnings of significant social change.  With the increasing urbanization of the 
Maori population in the 1950s and 1960s, a consolidation and resurgence of 
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Maori culture arose in opposition to the institutional racism in society.  The 
pervasive structural discrimination against Maori and the monocultural and 
assimilatory basis of the New Zealand state were called into question, with a 
series of investigations, such as the Hunn Report in 1960, documenting the 
widespread disadvantage of Maori in New Zealand society (Grbic 2010:126-127). 
Parallel to this shift in social relations, dominant understandings of race 
were also in flux.  Recognizing the institutionalized racism based on notions of 
racial hierarchies, the Race Relations Act was passed in 1971 and the Human 
Rights Commission was established in 1977, aiming to provide some form of 
protection and redress against explicit racism and discrimination (Spoonley 1993).  
The measurement of race in the census also shifted: the term “race” was used 
until 1951, “race” and “descent” were used interchangeably until 1970, in 1971 
the terms “descent” and “origin” replaced “race” entirely, and in 1976 “ethnic 
origin” was used for the first time. Separate Maori and Pakeha census taking 
continued until 1951, when a single census was introduced (Callister et al. 2006; 
Callister and Kukutai 2009:19).  The 1975 Statistics Act illustrated a shift away 
from the language of race, indicating that each census must ask a question on 
ethnic origin (understood as self-perceived).  This was implemented in the 1976 
census, which, as well as retaining the fractional division of “ethnic origin”, also 
asked for statements of (full) European and (partial) Maori descent by means of 
two tick boxes (Allan 2001; Khawaja et al. 2007).20  
 As illustrated by the insistence on fractions for measuring 
race/ethnicity/origin, monitoring and understanding “mixed race” remained a 
concern.  As before, Maori-Pakeha mixes were more socially acceptable than 
other racial combinations, but the health and social standing of these mixed 
children were of increasing interest as instances of intermarriage increased and 
diversified.  A study by Harré (1966) explored the attitudes of wider society to 
Maori-Pakeha relationships, finding that although neither the wider Pakeha nor 
Maori communities accepted intermarriage entirely, inter-racial relationships were 
increasingly possible (and, in his opinion, would lead to the eventual absorption 
of Maori).  He suggested that race was more about behaviour than appearance, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 As stated on the census form: “If of full European descent, no matter where born, tick box” 
and “If you are a person of the Maori race, or a descendent of such a person, tick box” [emphasis 
added].  This wording reflects the 1974 Maori Amendment Act which defined as Maori a person 
of (any) Maori descent (Cormack 2010:14). 
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and put forward a classification of marriages as either racially mixed (spouses of 
different colours) or culturally mixed (one spouse culturally Maori, one culturally 
Pakeha). A mixed identity was understood as a series of potential conflicts 
between parentally ascribed identities, socially ascribed identities and 
racial/cultural identities. 
 
Establishing a Chinese Community 
Legislative discrimination continued post-war, and despite the right to 
naturalization for the Chinese being restored in 1951 (Fong 1959), significant 
prejudice at the state level remained from the 1950s to the 1970s.  The “white 
New Zealand” policy remained firmly in force: “Our immigration is based firmly 
on the principle that we are and intend to remain a country of European 
development. It is inevitably discriminatory against Asians – indeed against all 
persons who are not wholly of European race and colour.  Whereas we have 
done much to encourage immigration from Europe, we do everything to 
discourage it from Asia”. (1953 Department of External Affairs memorandum, 
cited in Murphy 2003:50). 
 For the Chinese community already present in New Zealand, 
expectations were shifting in relation to generational change.  With a small but 
increasingly established community, it became accepted that this minority would 
acculturate and eventually assimilate into the dominant culture (Ng 2001).  The 
post-war decades were a period of consolidation and adaptation for the Chinese 
community, with the Church playing an increasingly important role as a link 
between the Chinese and the dominant society.  Within the community, 
geographical and linguistic divisions remained strong, with community support 
organizations (hui kuan) forming (as in other diasporic contexts) according to 
place of origin and dialect (Lian 1980).  As the community become more rooted, 
by the late 1950s it was noted that some traditional institutions were becoming 
more disorganized and traditional allegiances were weakening, as dominant 
cultural institutions of New Zealand were adopted instead (Fong 1959). 
 The Chinese community illustrated both adaptation and tradition as new 
generations were born in New Zealand society.  The family was perceived as 
maintaining traditional values such as respect for elders, and many families 
achieved significant economic mobility through sustained hard work and 
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persistence in the face of social and legislative discrimination.  The second 
generation participated in dominant majority social and educational institutions, 
while certain traditions (such as arrangements and ceremonies of marriage) 
shifted to combine western and Chinese cultural patterns, illustrating both 
upward mobility and a form of selective assimilation into New Zealand society 
(Fong 1959; Portes and Zhou 1993).   
As in the United States, the Chinese in New Zealand  became known as a 
“model minority”: a minority group which assimilated adequately, maintained 
high standards of behaviour and didn’t significantly challenge the racial 
hegemony (Ip 2003b:241; Yee 2003).  While racial prejudice slowly began to 
diminish in the years following the war, intermarriage gradually became more 
accepted, but was not commonplace or overtly approved of by either 
community.  Given the small numbers of the Chinese community and the 
generational changes which were taking place, in 1959 Fong suggested that 
“…complete biological amalgamation, if and when it takes place, will be of no 
great benefit to either Pakeha or Chinese, for those of mixed ancestry will in time 
be indistinguishable from the ordinary New Zealander” (1959:128, emphasis added). 
 
Singapore 1965-1980: Independence, National Identity and the PAP 
 After separation in 1965, Singapore found itself the only Chinese-
majority population in the region, with many social, economic and political issues 
to address (Chua 2003).  To do this, the governing People’s Action Party (PAP) 
took a survivalist approach to statehood, developing a narrative of legitimacy and 
struggle which encompassed the recent social unrest and wider geopolitical 
considerations (Lai 1995:17).  The government sought to tackle the legacies of 
colonialism: high unemployment, housing shortages, high birth rates, precarious 
economic viability, and a racialized, separated population without a unifying 
sense of national identity (Chua and Kuo 1990). 
 Multiracialism was a key aspect of self-definition in Singapore’s new 
national narrative and an important tool for governance.  Singapore became a 
constitutionally multiracial state with an overarching Singaporean identity, in an 
attempt to manage and bring together multiple racial groups in the process of 
nation building.  Carrying over inherited colonial categories, Prime Minister Lee 
Kuan Yew and his cabinet of ministers developed the multiracial framework into 
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a managed form of organization, subsuming racial identities within the multiracial 
nation (Barr and Skrbis 2008:91).  The ideals of multiracialism, multilingualism, 
multiculturalism and multireligiosity crystallized into the racialized framework of 
Chinese, Malay, Indian and Other (CMIO): separate, but equal, races making up a 
unique Singaporean identity (see Siddique 1989).   
Without a shared history upon which to “imagine” a community, the 
state sought to create a nation through universal concepts which would transcend 
ethnic groupings, grounded in capitalist development and framed by a multiracial 
scaffolding (Chua 1998).  Each major racial grouping was conceived as a distinct 
and equal part of the new nation, in an attempt to operationalize meritocracy in 
tandem with multiracialism (Moore 2000:344).  This re-working of diversity 
essentialized race as an integral feature of the population, irrevocably linking the 
individual, society and the nation through a framework of racial singularity and 
belonging – belonging to the nation by identifying with one of the founding 
races.   
In practice, multiracialism also meant that instances of “special” 
treatment or distinctiveness that could threaten the new framework were dealt 
with by the state.  This included Nanyang University (or Nantah), a private 
Chinese college which was transformed into a state institution, and its 
transmission of Chinese-centered values significantly curtailed (Wong 2000).  As 
seen in the transfer of racial categories, this framework to shape national 
belonging came directly from colonial understandings of race, providing a key 
thread of racialization across processes of decolonization.  By continuing to 
classify in colonial categories, the boundaries, meanings and power dynamics of 
these racial categories were translated into the new state, with far-reaching 
consequences in terms of identity and practice. 
 
Chinese, Malay, Indian, Other 
 Under the CMIO system, all Singaporeans were categorized along 
patrilineal lines, leaving little room for more complex identifications.  Each 
administrative group seamlessly linked descent, language, religion and custom to 
create essentialized, idealized versions of “separate but equal” racial groups (Chua 
1998; Siddique 1989).  Thus, the Chinese speak Mandarin, practice Buddhism 
and wear the Cheongsam, the Malays speak Malay, practice Islam and wear the 
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Sarong Kebaya, the Indians speak Tamil, practice Hinduism and wear the Sari, and 
the Others speak English, practice Christianity and wear western clothes 
(Benjamin 1976; Pereira 2006:12). 
Multiracial categories served to simplify and homogenize, using race as 
shorthand for more complex identities, and glossing over linguistic, religious and 
cultural differences within each broad category.  Race and culture were conflated, 
distilled and frozen in time by the multiracial framework – defining a racial 
essence and then pressuring groups to conform to the homogenous, simplified 
definition (Barr and Skrbis 2008; Chua 1998).  With each group viewed as a 
component race of Singapore’s multiracial society, the distinctiveness of each was 
emphasized, heightening differences to fit within the framework: “Singapore’s 
multiracialism puts pressure on Chinese to become more Chinese, Indians to 
become more Indian and Malays to become more Malay” (Benjamin 1976:124).  
Constant reiteration of this CMIO framework, from an individual’s identity card 
to classification in the national census, reinforced this separation. 
 The CMIO framework was promoted by the state in a number of ways, 
from listing race on identity cards, to active promotion of racial practices and 
ethnic and religious festivals, reinforcing race as a visible and grounded form of 
identity.  The population was also mapped along racial lines through the national 
census.  The first post-independence census was taken in 1970, and thereafter at 
10-year intervals (Sing and Lin 2009; Singapore Department of Statistics 2010b).  
Race was not utilized as a category on the census form itself, but responses to the 
question on ethnic/dialect group were re-classified according to the three main 
CMI groups, or as Others (Arumainathan 1973).  As further specified in the 
census report: 
 “The concept of ethnic group used in the 1970 census is basically the same as 
that used in preceding censuses and connotes groups or communities belonging 
to the same stock or ethnological origin… it was observed in the 1931 census 
that this grouping is ‘in reality, a judicious blend for practical ends of the ideas 
of geographical and ethnological origin, political allegiance and racial and social 
affinities and sympathies’21.” (Arumainathan 1973:247) 
The CMIO structure is clearly evident in this classification and practical 
definition, reflecting the colonial practice of conflating race, ethnicity, culture and 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 Although this definition was used for “race” in the 1931 report, rather than “ethnic/dialect 
group”, showing both the pre-/post-colonial continuities and linguistic shifts. 
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nationality, and relying on overarching racial categories under which lesser 
categories could be subsumed.  Interestingly, the census report goes on to say: 
“In recent years, the differences among communities have become even less 
pronounced due to intermingling and assimilation and the dialect or community 
subdivision no longer represents any distinct category or group.” (Arumainathan 
1973:247) 
This assertion of the hybridity of the population then stands in sharp contrast to 
the insistence on these delimited groups for analysis, and the fact that individuals 
of mixed parentage were categorized according to the ethnic group of the father.  
Eurasians were the exception, classified as a group under “Other”, as  
“…persons primarily of mixed European and Asian descent… do not belong to any 
specific ethnic grouping.  However, it has been the practice… to treat them as a 
specific community and this practice has also been continued in the current 
census” (Arumainathan 1973:247, emphasis added). 
The category of “Other” served to cover all those who did not fit into Chinese, 
Malay or Indian, encompassing significant complexity and, in an interesting shift, 
including all European ethnicities and nationalities as minority groups (Hill and 
Lian 1995:94). 
 This form of racialization had significant consequences for Singaporean 
society.  While multiracialism was ideal for administrative and organizational 
purposes, it both constrained and concealed the complexity of everyday life 
identities for Singaporeans. The blurring of boundaries between groups was 
deliberately ignored, as was the myriad of hybrid cultural practices of everyday 
life in Singapore (see Benjamin 1976).  In addition, those who did not fit 
comfortably within the framework were marginalized as “Others”, re-labelled or 
excluded from dominant narratives of nation-building.  Theoretical equality also 
masked the power dynamics of everyday life, as multiracial egalitarianism 
obscured the continued hierarchies along intersecting racial, religious and socio-
economic lines.  This contradiction can be seen particularly in the example of the 
Malay community, as a marginalized group which remained on the periphery 
despite theories of equal opportunity and meritocracy (Barr and Skrbis 2008; 
Rahim 1998). 
By managing the population as neatly divided into separate groups, the 
state positioned itself above the racial framework, as a neutral party which 
maintains harmony between groups. This made race not merely about personal 
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identity, but about a justification for and a mechanism of rule (Chun 1996).  In 
keeping with the initial survivalist approach to statehood, multiracialism was 
portrayed as a means to keep a fragile peace between groups, needing careful 
management by the state (Lai 2004).  Multiracialism both made race highly visible 
in everyday life, and removed race as a primary form of politicized identity (Chua 
1995a:107). 
The CMIO framework was utilized to address numerous issues, including 
education, housing and welfare, by an openly interventionist government (Hill 
and Lian 1995; Tan 2004).  Practically, the operationalization of multiracial 
ideology was highly successful, carrying over already instituted colonial categories 
into government policy and the everyday lives of citizens from the early 1960s 
onwards.    Language was a central issue from the outset.  Four official languages 
were established, providing a form of acknowledgement for each of the CMIO 
racial categories.  The promotion of English was portrayed as essential to 
Singapore’s economic development and global position, providing a further echo 
of colonial classification and racial/linguistic hierarchy.  Mandarin, Malay and 
Tamil became compulsory second languages for each student, depending on their 
race: the “mother tongues”22 and “cultural ballasts” which grounded individuals 
in their racial groupings (Chua 1995a:110).  
The spatial distribution of the population was also affected by multiracial 
policy.  The resettlement of the population into public housing estates and the 
clearing of kampongs around Singapore played a significant role in the 
development of the new state.  These new estates and the accompanying 
demolition of villages were widely contested, as the new government sought to 
mold a diverse and disparate population into a manageable and measurable 
modern Singaporean nation (Loh 2009a, 2009b; Moore 2000).  The new public 
housing estates were deliberately multiracial, breaking up racially-based enclaves 
around the country as the population were resettled.  This enforced diversity 
served as a safeguard for governance, to prevent large pockets of dissatisfaction 
from forming along racial and religious lines.  Over 230,000 households were 
resettled into public housing estates, significantly altering the shape of 
Singaporean society and the communities and networks which had formed within 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 “Mother tongue” is defined very particularly in this case, with interesting gendered implications: 
it is not the language first spoken with the mother, but rather, the official language of the assigned 
racial group, as determined by the father (Chua 2003:61; Wee 2002:285). 
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it (Goh 2008b:316).  The new housing estates became integral parts of nation-
building and the consolidation of multiracial policy, as the government utilized 
inherited practices of control to manage the population (Loh 2009a:140). 
   
“Mixed Race” in Independent Singapore 
Multiracialism as a tool for policy and organization also had a significant 
impact on how “mixed race” was understood in Singapore. The multiracial 
framework left little space for racial boundary crossing and cultural hybridity, and 
in fact boundary crossing was seen as transgressive and undesirable (Barr and 
Skrbis 2008:52).  Such space was not seen as necessary, as in the words of Prime 
Minister Lee Kuan Yew: 
“My expectation is that there will always be a small group of the adventurous in 
all the ethnic groups, perhaps those who are less egotistical, who marry across 
ethnic lines.  But they will probably be in the minority.  Therefore the chances 
are that if you come back to Singapore in a century from now, you would find 
people more or less the same.” (quoted in Siddique 1989:574) 
Despite the strict divisions of multiracialism, intermarriage did occur in 
the 1960s and 1970s, and 4.4% of all marriages in the 1970s occurred across 
ethnic/racial lines (Hassan and Benjamin 1973; Kuo and Hassan 1979).  Racial 
and religious intersections proved particularly important in the case of 
intermarriage, with the most frequent intermarriages occurring between Malays 
and Indians, many of whom shared religious affiliations as Muslims.  Both 
intermarriages and intramarriages could also be across religious lines, as well as 
across levels of socio-economic status, as each racial group encompassed a 
diversity of religious beliefs and ethnic and linguistic origins (Kuo and Hassan 
1979).  
Interracial relationships remained gendered in post-independence 
Singapore, with five times as many European men marrying across racial lines as 
women, and five times as many Chinese women marrying outside their 
categorized group (Hassan and Benjamin 1973:735).  The gender discrepancy 
within the Chinese and European populations can be partly explained by the 
numbers of European men residing in Singapore, but also by the highly gendered 
notions of race for both groups.  For the Europeans, women were viewed as the 
carriers of the race and signifiers of racial purity, leaving little space for 
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intermixing with other groups.  Men had significantly more freedom, and were 
additionally influenced by discourses of Asian women as sexual partners and 
companions.  For the Chinese, notions of lineage and patrilineage meant that 
men carried on the family line, and were less able to marry outside of approved 
groups.  Women instead were more able to intermarry, crossing racial lines in 
much higher numbers (Hassan and Benjamin 1976). 
 The children of these crossings were constrained by the existing system 
of categorization.  As race was determined along patrilineal lines, the children of 
interracial relationships were automatically assigned the race of the father.  This 
quietly passed over complex backgrounds, and rendered “mixed race” 
uncountable, reinforcing boundaries and the inviolability of racial groups.  
Hybrid groups, such as the Eurasians and the Peranakans also lacked a defined 
space in the multiracial framework, being relegated to “Other” or subsumed 
under the broader category of “Chinese”.   
 Post-1965, identification as Eurasian no longer brought particular 
privileges or higher status.  This meant a significant shift for the Eurasian 
community, which did not make up one of the “founding races” or fit easily into 
the multiracial model.  Being (literally) “othered” by the state had important 
consequences for the community, which was already culturally ambiguous and 
built on a history of hybridity (Braga-Blake 1992).  The CMIO model meant that 
Eurasian culture was not officially recognized by the government, not being 
symbolically linked to a language, a homeland, or a distinct set of cultural 
practices (Pereira 1997).   
Defining “Eurasian” became increasingly difficult.  Classification along 
partrilineal lines shifted the definition of Eurasian from mixed European and 
Asian, instead classifying as Eurasian those who had two Eurasian parents or a 
Eurasian father (Pereira 1997:19).  “Eurasian” was seen less as mixed group in 
and of itself, but rather a minority ethnic group which could be classified as such 
(see Hassan and Benjamin 1973).  The Eurasian community was further 
marginalized, lacking both a distinctive identity and a claim to mixedness, adrift 
within a new national narrative which had little room for hybridity. 
 
New Zealand 1980-2001: Becoming Bicultural and Opening Borders 
 In the 1980s, a range of far-reaching social and economic shifts occurred 
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within New Zealand, based around neoliberal economic change and the 
dismantling of significant welfare systems.  Through this realignment of domestic 
policy, the Labour government sought to reinvigorate geopolitical connections, 
establishing New Zealand as an internationally competitive environment 
(Spoonley and Trlin 2004).  Against this background, debates about national 
identity continued, particularly in the face of persistent unequal outcomes for 
different groups within society, and especially the Maori population.  With Maori 
activism gathering in strength, the emergent biculturalism of the 1970s served to 
reorient inter-group relations, with a number of progressive economic and social 
policies enacted in the 1980s placing considerations of indigeneity at the fore 
(Bonilla-Silva 2000:202; Spoonley 2004). 
 Biculturalism as the dominant narrative of the nation grew stronger, 
positioning Maori and Pakeha as equal partners in nation-building, and gradually 
becoming institutionalized as a socio-cultural partnership based around shared 
values and institutional accountability.  Theoretically, a narrative of biculturalism 
provided a powerful expression of united identity and (racial) inclusion.  Yet, in 
practice, the very concept proved complex to adequately define and effectively 
translate into reality.  Investigations of institutional discrimination were carried 
out in the 1980s and 1990s (with the notable 1986 report Puao-Te-Ata-Tu by the 
Department of Social Welfare finding significant structural discrimination 
throughout governing institutions) yet the realities of discrimination were not as 
easily altered (Spoonley 1993). Even within a social framework oriented towards 
inclusion, the gap between Maori and Pakeha in both expectations and outcomes 
of a bicultural partnership remained unbridged (see Orange 1997).  Bicultural 
rhetoric and practice sat uneasily with the economic policies of the state, and the 
new orientation towards social justice and collective rights clashed with a growing 
focus on equity and efficiency (Larner and Spoonley 1995). 
 Immigration policy was also changed as part of the programme of 
reforms in the 1980s, counterposing allowances towards a multicultural society 
with a bicultural state framework.  The 1987 Immigration Act removed the 
existing source country preferences for immigrants and aimed to attract skilled 
migrants to contribute to economic growth (Pearson and Ongley 1997).  Further 
reforms facilitated immigration from Asia, and transformed the character of 
immigration flows into New Zealand.  In the twenty years following the 
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legislative changes, immigration from Asia increased dramatically, with the Asian-
born population increasing seven times, and the Chinese ethnic group growing to 
become one of the largest in the country (Bedford and Ho 2008; Li 2009). 
 After a long history of racially restricted immigration, this new shift in 
immigration preference and the resultant impact on the population led to a rise in 
anti-immigration attitudes.  Social cleavages and the precariousness of the 
national partnership between Maori and Pakeha became more evident, as 
(in)tolerance for immigration appeared to be closely linked to understandings of 
national identity. Twin narratives of the nation as “white” and “bicultural” were 
seen as under threat, and immigration (and restriction thereof) was re-established 
as a core aspect of nation-building and protection of national identity.  
Illustrating Bonilla-Silva’s (2000) “new racism” of the West, New Zealand’s past 
racialized ideology resurfaced in debates surrounding immigration, 
multiculturalism and biculturalism, with racialized attitudes and assumptions 
loosely based in a language of culture rather than biology.  
 Immigration became increasingly politicized, drawing on a national 
history of racialized intolerance, aimed at different immigrant groups over time.  
Similar to the racism directed at Pacific Island immigrants after WWII, a 
racialized moral panic emerged in the late 1980s, as Asian immigration became a 
key target for political campaigning.  Immigrants were portrayed as a growing 
threat to the New Zealand social and economic way of life by both Pakeha and 
Maori, although from significantly standpoints (Grbic 2010; Spoonley 2004). In 
the mid-1990s, this translated into a movement against immigration, the New 
Zealand Defense Movement, which suggested that new immigrants had no right 
to live in New Zealand, as the indigenous people had not given them permission 
to do so (Ip 2003b:245).  
The racialized base of anti-immigration sentiment was clear in the 
increasing conflation of the terms “immigrants” and “Asian immigrants”.  
Immigration rhetoric revolved around discussions of the impacts of “Asians” on 
New Zealand society (ignoring immigrants from Britain and South Africa for 
example), with all immigrants from the Asian region homogenized as a racial 
threat.  The stereotypical images of anti-social behaviour, crime, isolation and 
lack of integration uncomfortably mirrored the concerns of immorality and 
corruption of one hundred years before (Palat 1996; Spoonley and Trlin 2004). 
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 In the face of continued controversy (and prior to the upcoming 
election), the National Government introduced stricter immigration criteria, 
including a more stringent points system and stricter language requirements.  
Following the 1996 election, immigration policies were relaxed for skilled 
migrants, a process which continued under the next Labour government.  In an 
interesting shift, towards the end of the 1990s, the mainstream media became 
increasingly critical of the use of immigration as a political tool, and particularly 
the racialized nature of the debate.  Open opposition to political anti-immigration 
rhetoric was found in editorials and articles by the late 1990s, and negative 
images began to be counterbalanced with messages of the positive economic 
impact and community benefits of immigration (Ng 2001; Spoonley and Trlin 
2004). 
 
Expanding the concept of race, moving towards ethnicity 
 In order to measure and accommodate an increasingly diverse population, 
state understandings of race shifted significantly in the 1980s and 1990s, laying 
the groundwork for a more fluid understanding of “ethnicity” rather than “race”.  
As a reflection of this, the national census began to measure “ethnic groups”23.  
This defined categories in order to measure and assess characteristics of 
community groups, and equity of access (and the corresponding allocation of 
funds) to services such as health, education and social welfare, for the Maori 
population in particular (Allan 2001:8; Kukutai and Didham 2009).    
 Two key changes marked this shift from race to ethnicity, and highlighted 
an administrative acceptance of complex identities.  From 1986, fractions were 
no longer used to measure racial heritage/ethnic origin in the census, and 
respondents were presented with a list of ethnic origin groups and ask to “tick 
the box or boxes that apply to you”.  The term “ethnic origin”, with its 
connotation of ancestry and heritage, was abandoned in 1991, after a review 
suggested that respondents were becoming confused as to whether they were 
being asked about ancestry or cultural affiliation.  “Ethnic origin” was replaced 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 The national census shifted decisively away from race-based measurements to “cultural 
affiliation” and self-identification based on ethnicity following a 1983 research report.  This 
Department of Statistics report showed that: respondents were answering based on self-
identification rather than racial ancestry, increasing numbers of people questioned the validity of 
race, and demographic change and intermarriage within the population meant that attempting to 
demarcate discrete racial groups had limited value (Allan 2001; Statistics New Zealand 2009:9). 
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by “ethnic group” in the 1991 census, with a separate question about Maori 
ancestry (Statistics New Zealand 2004:22).  This formal rejection of race as a 
meaningful marker of population differences set New Zealand apart from many 
other census-taking nations, although popular understandings of ethnicity varied, 
and were often conflated with race and ancestry (Callister 2004a; Howard and 
Didham 2007). 
 Multiple, self-ascribed ethnic identities have been explicitly measured by 
the national census since 1991.  Over this period, an increasing proportion of the 
population has selected multiple ethnic identifications, with fluctuations due to 
changed wording in the 1996 census.  In 1991, 2001 and 2013, the question read: 
“Which ethnic group do you belong to? Mark the box or boxes which apply to you”.  The 
idea of multiple affiliations was much more prominent in the 1996 census, which 
asked: “Tick as many circles as you need to show which ethnic group(s) you belong to”.  
Interestingly, this seemingly minor shift resulted in a spike in multiple responses 
in 1996 (up to 15.5% from 4.3% in 1991), which then decreased in 2001 (down 
to 9%), illustrating that although multiple ethnicities are officially recognized, 
multiplicity is not explicitly encouraged, particularly when the consistency of data 
is at stake (Callister 2004a:120; Statistics New Zealand 2009). 
 The measurement of multiple ethnicities created little controversy, but 
the process of recording multiple responses was more complex.  Having 
dispensed with fractional identities, new methods of recording and simplifying 
data were needed.  From 1986 to 1991, a system of prioritization was generally in 
use, reducing multiple ethnicities to one ethnicity to simplify the data.  This was 
based on a priority coding system, which placed Maori at the top and New 
Zealand European/Pakeha at the bottom.  However, as the multiple ethnicity 
population grew, this form of prioritization had a distorting effect on population 
statistics, leading to increasing consideration of other forms of counting, 
including total counts (where the total of all ethnicities would exceed the 
population), or a form of re-fractionalization (dividing multiple ethnicities into 
fractions to make each respondent count once) (Callister 2004a; Callister et al. 
2006). 
 Measuring multiplicity has significant consequences for a national 
narrative of biculturalism and partnership, particularly with a high rate of 
intermarriage between the two “partners”.  With increasingly blurred boundaries 
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between identifications and groups, as roughly half of Maori men and women 
have non-Maori partners, the underlying assumption of partnership between 
separate groups is harder to maintain, as biculturalism is instead illustrated at very 
intimate level (Callister 2003a).  Measurement of Maori ethnicity in particular has 
practical consequences due to ancestry-based commitments under the Treaty of 
Waitangi.  Multiple ethnicities need to be carefully defined, taking into account 
the possibilities of situational ethnicities, self-prioritization, and the fact the 
recording multiple groups may mean identification with none of the those groups 
entirely, but something in between (Callister and Kukutai 2009; Howard and 
Didham 2007).  Furthermore, the very measurement of multiple ethnicities may 
in fact contribute to increasing identification with multiple categories (Callister 
2004a:119) – with census categories both recording and constructing social 
realities of individuals and groups, as “…statistical categories are imbued with 
ethnic meaning, but are also selectively and strategically employed by those so 
categorised to denote a political community” (Kukutai and Didham 2009:47). 
 
The Chinese community: facing newcomers in a bicultural framework 
 By the 1980s-1990s, the Chinese community in New Zealand was well 
established.  Balancing between tradition and adaptation, the community often 
emphasized citizenship and cultural links to New Zealand as well as Chinese 
heritage.  The Chinese faced two dominant narratives about their place in New 
Zealand society – the perception of a model minority, economically and 
educationally advancing over generations, and in contrast, the stereotyping anti-
Asian sentiment, grouping all individuals into one category as immigration 
policies shifted (Ng 2001; Spoonley 2005). 
In reality, the Chinese population grew to 3.4% of the total population, 
and became increasingly diverse.  Three distinct population groupings emerged, 
separating the established Chinese New Zealanders, the second-generation 
immigrants born to parents from abroad, and the newer immigrants who had 
arrived since 1987.  The racialized nature of anti-immigration and anti-Asian 
sentiment meant that for the dominant population and in media portrayals, there 
was no significant differentiation between these groups, and discrimination 
increased for all sections of the Chinese population.  For the longer established 
population, renewed discrimination highlighted the exclusion of the past, and led 
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to attempts at distancing from the newer immigrant population (Li 2009; Yee 
2003). 
 
Singapore 1980 Onwards: Returning to Roots and Asian Values 
 Multiracialism remained a core national narrative in Singapore post-1980, 
but with a shift in emphasis.  While still maintaining the racialized basis of 
national unity, state rhetoric focused more on the multi-, changing the direction of 
hyphenation from Singaporean-Chinese to Chinese-Singaporean (Stokes-Rees 
2007).  This shift was Singapore’s response to balancing Western influences and 
Asian heritage, combining economic modernization with stronger cultural links.  
This led to a re-focusing of multiracialism, seen in both policy and ideology (Barr 
and Skrbis 2008:92).  Housing and Development Board (HDB) estates, already 
organized to prevent the formation of ethnic enclaves, were reorganized as a 
result of the 1989 ethnic integration policy.  Inter-racial mixing in apartment 
allocation was enforced more firmly, through monitoring of quotas.  This new 
policy ensured that no racial group was over-represented, from the level of the 
entire estate, down to the building itself, micro-managing multiracialism and 
extending the reach of the government’s control (Chua 1995a; Lai 1995). 
In the sphere of social welfare, racial divisions became particularly 
important.  In the absence of a universal state-provided welfare system, “self-
help” groups were organized along racial and religious lines for the Malays, 
Chinese and Indians, based on the premise that each group would have issues 
best addressed by the group themselves (Kong and Yeoh 2003).  This illustrates a 
belief in the inherent differences and deficits between cultures and racial groups, 
fitting neatly within the multiracial model of distinct and bounded races, but at 
the same time contradicting the separate but equal ideology of multiracial 
Singapore (Moore 2000; Rahim 1998).  MENDAKI was set up in 1981 for the 
Muslim population and provided with inaugural funding from the state.  
Originally Majlis Pendidikan Anak-Anak Islam (The Council of Education of 
Muslim Children), the group broadened its mandate to address poverty in the 
wider Malay community, reflecting the close associations between Malay 
categorization and Islamic identity.  Following this, SINDA (the Singapore 
Indian Development Agency) and CDAC (the Chinese Development Assistance 
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Council) were established in 1989 and 1992 respectively, providing a form of 
welfare for each major “racial” group (Chua 1998; Lai 1995). 
The groups are funded primarily by member contributions – opt-out 
salary deductions for all designated members of a racial group – with some 
government assistance (Chua 1998; Pereira 2006).  This organizational structure 
serves to crystallize racial boundaries, and binds citizens into racial/religious 
groupings, while overlooking those who may not fit within the framework, such 
as Indian Muslims (Rahim 1998:236).  While self-help groups are promoted as 
recognizing the importance of race for individuals and communities, they in fact 
reinscribe racial identities, and the accompanying assumptions of religion, 
custom, language and culture, onto the communities themselves (Poon 2009).  
This illustrates the sometimes uncomfortable and potentially uneven outcomes of 
multiracial policy, which seeks to both emphasize racial differences and downplay 
national divisions (Moore 2000). 
 The bilingual education system, as previously mentioned, was also shaped 
by the CMIO framework.  The 1979 Goh Report both introduced educational 
streaming and intensified bilingual policy, and had a significant impact on the 
meaning of race for the population (Barr and Skrbis 2008:121).  In particular, the 
second language policy, which mandates the learning of an official “mother 
tongue”, redefined linguistic ownership for individuals.  A “natural” second 
language was ascribed based on patrilineal racial lines, whether or not the 
language was spoken within the family in question.  Racial groups were 
understood as having a “true” racial essence, reflected in language, and carried 
within each individual (Wee 2002). 
 This bilingual framework served to further essentialize racial groups, and to 
mask significant complexities in the population.  For a start, the official language 
for the race was frequently not the home language for families from the majority 
groups, who often spoke different languages or regional dialects.  This effectively 
marginalized their actual “mother tongues”, and created a linguistic hierarchy, as 
second language learning remained compulsory, regardless of prior knowledge.  
For individuals of mixed parentage, this problem also existed, as the “mother 
tongue” policy (like many others) generally assumed that both parents came from 
the same group.  Hence, the language of the race of the father may not have had 
any resonance with their daily lives or their heritage (Chua 2003; Wee 2002). 
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 A further dissonance between policy and reality was highlighted in the use 
of English.  An increasing number of households spoke English as their primary 
language by the 1980s, including ethnically and linguistically mixed families and 
Eurasians.  As the main medium of education since 1984 (Vasil 1995:64), and the 
neutral language for international, governmental and inter-group communication, 
English could not be officially recognized as a “mother tongue”.  To tie it to a 
particular community would undermine the state narrative of neutrality, and 
disrupt the bilingual framework of the education system, potentially creating an 
advantage if certain pupils were not required to learn a second language (Wee 
2002).  To combat the increasing everyday importance of English, the state chose 
to promote its bilingual framework still further, funding annual month-long 
campaigns to encourage the use of the three “mother tongue” languages (Chua 
2005). 
 The importance of the “mother tongue” system was emphasized by the 
“Speak Mandarin” Campaign, inaugurated in 1979.  This campaign, in a dramatic 
shift from the initial principles of statehood, highlighted the importance of 
Chinese cultural heritage, positioned in opposition to the increasing 
“Westernization” of Singapore.  It urged the majority Chinese population to 
speak Mandarin, to unify all the dialect-speaking Chinese communities in 
Singapore and reinforce their “Chineseness” (Chan 2009; Vasil 1995).  This 
campaign had a significant impact, changing the main language for Chinese 
media, and (ironically, in a quest to strengthen Chinese cultural identity) reducing 
the use of dialects in home life.  As up to 85% of Chinese households prior to 
this had come from dialect speaking homes, this represented a major shift (Kong 
and Yeoh 2003:202).  Mandarin became a mainstream nation-building project.  
The language was co-opted by the state to reduce the threat of “Chinese 
chauvinism” (political dominance through cultural dominance), and to redefine 
and solidify what it meant to be Singaporean Chinese (Barr and Skrbis 2008; 
Tremewan 1994).  Impacts were felt outside the Chinese community as well, as 
the emphasis on Mandarin and the Chinese community as central to Singapore’s 
cultural heritage marginalized the smaller Malay and Indian communities (Chan 
2009; Vasil 1995). 
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Promoting Asian Values and National Identity 
 In the late 1980s and early 1990s, the emphasis on cultural heritage grew 
stronger.  Singaporean multiracialism now focused on commonalities: using 
communal “Asian values” and “Shared Values” as a counterweight to the 
individualistic and material outcomes (and perceived Westernized excesses) of 
economic development and meritocratic policies (Hill and Lian 1995:102).   With 
the PAP remaining in power, the leadership sought to reassure the population 
(particularly the Malay and Indian populations) that multiracial equality remained 
a founding principle of the nation.  At the same time, racialized identities were 
increasingly promoted, as the population was encouraged to (re)discover their 
cultural heritage, and the traditional values which supposedly accompanied this 
(Vasil 1995).  In reality, these shared values drew more heavily from conceptions 
of Chinese history and culture than from the traditions of the remaining racial 
groups.  This emphasis on Chinese values and Confucianism implicitly excluded 
minority groups, and cast the ideal Singaporean as “Chinese Singaporean”, 
subverting the initial understandings of a multiracial framework (Barr and Skrbis 
2008). 
 As the majority group, the Chinese population was a particular target for 
the new ideology, with the government seeking to prevent the erosion of 
traditional Chinese values and cultural characteristics, while also curtailing 
political affiliations with the Chinese state (Kong and Yeoh 2003).  Certain 
policies had significant benefits for the majority, such as the fostering of elite 
Chinese schools under the Special Assistance Plan (Barr and Skrbis 2008:92-93).  
Yet, as reflected in the “Speak Mandarin” Campaign, the ideology also masked 
the complexity of everyday lives and identities: “Chineseness becomes a 
prescription, a project, an artificially imposed cultural identity rather than a lived, 
uncontrived one.  But this desire to manage Chineseness […] runs up against the 
actual processes of hybridization which proliferate in a global city” (Ang 
2001:90). 
 Moreover, despite the constraints and confines of the multiracial 
framework, intimate racial boundaries were crossed with increasing frequency in 
the last two decades of the twentieth century. In 1988, only 4.3% of marriages 
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under the Women’s Charter and 16.4% under the Muslim Law Act24 were 
registered as interethnic, potentially due to the practice of masking complexity by 
classifying children as the race of their father – making it impossible to know 
how many marriages involved individuals of mixed descent (Siddique 1990).  By 
1998, rates had climbed to 8.7% and 20.0% respectively, and in 2008, 13.8% and 
30.9% (Singapore Department of Statistics 2008:7).  In 2009, the numbers 
continued to increase, with 15.7% Women’s Charter and 32.8% Muslim Law Act 
marriages classified as interethnic, or 18.4% of all marriages in Singapore – 
almost one in five (Singapore Department of Statistics 2010b:54).  
 Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the CMIO framework ensured the 
pervasiveness of racialized structures, both symbolically and in everyday life.  
Mixedness remained difficult to assert, particularly for individuals of mixed 
descent and for the Eurasian community.  By 1980, Eurasian identity was largely 
excluded from dominant national narratives, not fitting easily into the multiracial 
model (Pereira 1997, 2006).  To combat this marginalization, the Eurasian 
community attempted to assert its distinctiveness by recalling, consolidating, 
borrowing and even inventing unique aspects of culture which could then be 
labelled as typically and traditionally Eurasian.  As a result, the government 
supported the community’s efforts at self-definition.  It co-opted the EA to act 
as the “self-help” group for the Eurasian community, and acknowledged the 
Eurasians as a distinct cultural group with official representation, both politically 
and symbolically (Pereira 1997, 2006).  While Eurasian culture has been 
promoted and solidified in order to fit within the CMI(E)O framework, much 
like other racialized groups, the social reality of Eurasians remains much more 
complicated.  This complexity is particularly important for a community which 
developed as a hybrid composition of heritages and practices, and now finds 
itself with ascribed behaviours and identities (Pereira 1997). 
 
Identity versus categorization: “…every creed and every race, has its role and has its place.”25 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 Marriages in Singapore can be formalized either under the 1961 Women’s Charter, or the 
Muslim Law Act of 1966.  Sharing religious affiliation as Muslim has proved important as a factor 
in intermarriage (see page 73), going some way to explaining why the proportion of interethnic 
Muslim Law marriages remains higher.  
25 1994 National Day song, cited by PuruShotam 1998:53 
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The relationship between ethnic/racial identity and categorization 
remains complex in modern day Singapore.  The CMIO framework is well 
entrenched in public and private life: almost all official forms have a section for 
race, and “what are you?” remains a common question in everyday interaction 
(PuruShotam 1998:53-54).  Identities and action are closely linked to race and 
ethnic categorization, with the multiracial framework colouring all public 
institutions, from educational institutions to the press (see Goh 2008a).   
The continued essentialization of racial categories is also evident in the 
changing explanations for census categories. In the 2000 and 2010 censuses, as 
previously, race was not directly queried, asking instead for “ethnic/dialect 
group”, but explaining: 
Ethnic group refers to a person's race. Those of mixed parentage are classified 
under the ethnic group of their fathers. The population is classified into 
the following four categories:  
Chinese: This refers to persons of Chinese origin such as Hokkiens, 
Teochews, Cantonese, Hakkas, Hainanese, Hockchias, Foochows, 
Henghuas, Shanghainese, etc.;  
Malays: This refers to persons of Malay or Indonesian origin such as 
Javanese, Boyanese, Bugis, etc.;  
Indians: This refers to persons of Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi or Sri 
Lankan origin such as Tamils, Malayalis, Punjabis, Bengalis, Singhalese, 
etc.;  
Other Ethnic Groups: This comprises all persons other than Chinese, 
Malays and Indians. They include Eurasians, Caucasians, Arabs, Japanese, 
etc (Leow 2000:19, emphasis added). 
The numerous racial/ethnic/dialect groups listed on the census form itself are 
then recategorized as above, into the CMIO groupings.  In contrast to the longer 
explanation and disclaimers about blurring boundaries in the 1970 census, the 
2000 and 2010 censuses then officially equated race and ethnicity, mirroring the 
colonial descriptions of race, and reinforcing the reduction of complexity.  Race 
continued to be determined by paternity, and was also closely related to 
understandings of Singaporean citizenship, heritage and descent.  Until 2004, the 
children of marriages between Singaporeans and non-Singaporeans, born outside 
of Singapore, were not eligible for citizenship unless the Singaporean parent was 
the father (Tan 2008). 
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 Within this framework, individuals must therefore navigate being “raced” 
by a bureaucratic system, and align this administrative process to their personal 
experience and construction of identity.  Individuals of mixed descent are 
particularly affected by this tension, often being unable to identify with their 
allocated label, and being arbitrarily defined by phenotype.  One study in 1990 
suggested that some individuals resolved this tension by allowing for public and 
private differences, and instead creating their own category of “mixed”, which 
they used in informal settings (Siddique 1990).  More public versions of CMIO 
subversion were noted in 1998, with individuals listing “homo sapien”, “human”, 
or simply “Singaporean” under the category of race (PuruShotam 1998). 
 Interestingly, in contrast to the rigidity of racial categories, everyday life 
and practices in Singapore are frequently multicultural, blurring official 
boundaries. Cultural hybridization can be seen as a marker of post-coloniality 
(Chua 1995b:1), and while uniquely Singaporean practices may not be officially 
acknowledged, Singaporean society has developed a rojak26 everyday life culture 
(Chua 1995b; Velayutham 2007:3).  Food, a particular preoccupation of the 
nation, is a good example of this lived hybridity.  While Chinese, Indian and 
Malay cuisines are often essentialized and dishes attributed to distinct ethnic 
groups, in reality “…the three types of cuisines appropriate from each other, 
creating far greater culinary variety through hybridization” (Chua and Rajah 
1997:2).   
Hybridity is equally reflected in language, with Singlish used by much of 
the population: mixing English with parts of Chinese grammar and including 
vocabulary from Chinese, Malay, and Tamil.  To the chagrin of the government, 
the language is often seen a distinctive marker of Singaporean identity (Chua 
2003; Ortmann 2009).  Tong (2007) suggests that certain forms of religion have 
also become hybridized. The close interactions between various religious 
communities have caused some religions, particularly Chinese religions, to 
appropriate beliefs from other groups and invent new rituals which fit better in a 
modern, urban society. 
 Furthermore, certain lived experiences – those which are excluded from 
the national narratives of belonging – can be seen to form the commonality of 
what it means to be Singaporean.  Chua (1998) stresses that shared experiences 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 Malay for “mixture”, and a popular mixed fruit and vegetable dish in Malaysia and Singapore. 
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and traits are predominantly related to Singapore’s economic development and 
political regime, including anxiety and pride, coming from a market-driven and 
interventionist form of capitalism and the country’s economic success.  
Materialism is also seen as a strongly Singaporean trait by much of the 
population, manifested in the idea of kiasu – the fear of losing out to others 
(Ortmann 2009:35). These processes of cultural hybridization highlight both the 
power of the multiracial framework in Singaporean society, and its limitations in 
the face of growing hybridity and diversity. 
 
New Zealand: A Bicultural Nation with a Multicultural (Mixed) People 
Partly as a result of continuing immigration, the population of 
contemporary New Zealand is increasingly diverse: 67.7% of the population 
identify as (New Zealand) European, 14.6% identify as Maori, 9.2% of the 
population as Asian and 6.9% as Pacific Peoples, while 10.4% identify with more 
than one ethnic group (Statistics New Zealand 2006a, 2006b).  With biculturalism 
remaining the dominant narrative and national framework for governance, the 
government finds itself attempting to reconcile this increasing diversity and 
multicultural immigration/naturalization policies, with the idea of a bicultural 
nation based on Treaty partnership (Ip 2008).  The juxtaposition and coexistence 
of these two racial/national projects is a key feature of present-day New Zealand 
politics and society.  Concerns about this uneasy balance are expressed by many 
different groups in society: for Maori, a push towards multiculturalism and 
increased diversity can be seen as threatening their rights and position as the 
indigenous population; for Pakeha, ethnic diversity undermines the narrative of 
“we are all New Zealanders” which privileges Pakeha traditions and institutions; 
and for immigrants, new and old populations must negotiate a position between 
two often conflicting partners (Grbic 2010:131; Mok 2004). 
 While race became a prominent topic again in 2004, the racialized legacies 
of colonization were evident in many key issues leading to this point.  The 
treatment of Maori and their positioning in the dominant racial narrative 
illustrated the historical policy of racial amalgamation, and the essentialist 
ideologies of race which underpinned it (Gibson 2006; Keddell 2006).  Despite 
official rhetoric of biculturalism and ethnicity as self-identification, relationships 
between ethnic groups (Maori-Pakeha in particular) continue to be labeled “race 
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relations”27.  This shifts the timbre of discussion away from the partnership, 
history and rights associated with indigeneity, towards biological characteristics of 
race, and the assumption of individual attributes influencing socio-economic 
positioning.  In this context of “race relations”, the government has tended to 
portray issues affecting Maori as separate from the rest of the population, further 
racializing the problem, the population and the potential solution, delineating 
“us” and “them” (Fraser and Kick 2000:18).  This has led to resentment from 
both Maori and Pakeha, as Maori were seen as compartmentalized, with 
socioeconomic problems attributed to group shortcomings, while Pakeha 
resented socioeconomic assistance targeting the Maori population (Barber 2008). 
 Race remains a salient marker in New Zealand society, in both official and 
popular narratives.  The official understanding of self-ascribed ethnicity contrasts 
sharply with discussions of “race relations”, and evidence of continuing 
resentment of both bicultural and multicultural relationships and policies.  Data 
on ethnicity (potentially understood as race) is also collected and utilized 
methodically by various government agencies, based on the rationale that 
socioeconomic inequality can be measured and addressed by (ethnic) group 
membership (Statistics New Zealand 2009).  Information on ethnicity in New 
Zealand is therefore used to inform, plan and evaluate local and national 
government services, in order to better target policies and initiatives which focus 
on particular groups (Statistics New Zealand 2004, 2005, 2009).  Accompanying 
the measurement of ethnicity, comparisons based on ethnicity are also common, 
often including statistics on crime, education and employment by ethnic group 
which are published in national media (Thomas and Nikora 1997:30). 
Popular understandings of racially ascribed characteristics remain strong, 
and the ideology of bounded “racial groups” continues to exist in society and 
contemporary discourse (Callister and Didham 2009:63; UMR Research Limited 
2009).  Although skin colour and physical appearance are not officially measured 
by ethnicity statistics, phenotype remains a key, everyday marker of race for the 
majority of the population (Cormack 2010).  Ethnic groups are often described 
by “racial” characteristics, and media discussions of Asian immigration have a 
serious racial dimension.  Discussions of racial blood fractions are also common, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 This is also reflected in official discussions of “race-based” social policies, and position of the 
Race Relations Commissioner in the Human Rights Commission (Callister and Didham 2009:63-
64) 
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referring to an individual as “full-blooded”, or suggesting that someone is a “half-
blood” Maori (Thomas and Nikora 1997:30), reflecting the legacy of fractional 
racial measurement.  Erasing the concept of race from government and social 
narratives of belonging has not been accomplished by replacing the word with 
“ethnicity”.  Despite an effort to acknowledge cultural affiliation, historical 




 In an attempt to move away from measurements of race, Statistics New 
Zealand now measures ethnicity, as associated with voluntary cultural practices 
and beliefs:  
“Ethnicity is the ethnic group or groups that people identify with or feel they 
belong to. Ethnicity is a measure of cultural affiliation, as opposed to race, 
ancestry, nationality or citizenship. Ethnicity is self perceived and people can 
belong to more than one ethnic group” (Statistics New Zealand 2005:2).   
Primarily measured through the national census, ethnicity and membership in an 
ethnic group can be influenced by many factors, including name, ancestry, 
culture, location, place of birth, nationality, language, customs and religion 
(Callister 2004a; Statistics New Zealand 2009).   
 This definition reflects an official attempt to align classificatory categories 
with lived realities (as explored through numerous commissioned studies, for 
example UMR Research Limited 2009), and the changing dynamics of New 
Zealand society in a global context of increased individualism and human rights 
discourse.  It focuses on self-identification for measurement, moving away from 
externally ascribed notions of race to better encompass the shifting, situational 
and often multiple aspects of ethnic identity (Keddell 2006).  Classification 
occurs at 4 levels.  The first level is commonly used for social science and policy 
making purposes: New Zealand European, Maori, Pacific Island Peoples, Middle 
East, Latin America and Africa and Other28.  The fourth level represents the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 Statistics New Zealand notes that: “Although the ethnicity question is based on subjective self-
identification, it’s notable that ‘New Zealand European’ appears to be based on a concept of 
descent from European ancestors. In fact, all the response categories are legacies of previous 
race- and ancestry-based measures. Keeping them largely reflects a need to keep the measurement 
consistent and continuous through time” (Statistics New Zealand 2009:10). 
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highest level of detail, containing 239 categories describing detailed ethnic and 
sub-national groups.  Official ethnicity statistics are collected in New Zealand for 
similar reasons to countries such as the US, the UK and Canada: to identify and 
address social and economic inequalities within society (Statistics New Zealand 
2005, 2009)29. 
 Importantly, official records continue to allow the selection of multiple 
ethnic groups, making New Zealand one of few countries to do so.  While this 
remains domestically uncontroversial, there have been significant shifts in the 
way that this data is analysed and presented since 2004.  From 1986 to 1991, a 
system of prioritization was generally in use, reducing multiple ethnicities to one 
ethnicity to simplify the data, based on a priority coding system, which placed 
Maori at the top and New Zealand European/Pakeha at the bottom (Callister 
2004a:123; Callister et al. 2006:9).  The 2004 Review of the Measurement of 
Ethnicity highlighted the weaknesses and undercounting of minorities in this 
approach, replacing it with two standard outputs: total response data (individuals 
counted in all groups that they list) and single/combination data (counting 
individuals in unique categories, reflecting the mixture of their response) 
(Kukutai 2008; Statistics New Zealand 2004, 2009). 
 As well as the question on ethnicity, the census asks for information on 
ancestry, but only for individuals with Maori ancestry.  Collection of data on 
Maori descent is a requirement under the 1993 Electoral Act, and while ancestry 
does not require proof for the census, for resource, benefit or political claims, 
proof is often required (Callister 2004a:114).  This difference highlights 
weaknesses in the official conceptualization of ethnicity, returning to the 
pervasive nature of race in the national narrative: self-identification of ethnicity is 
acceptable for national records, but proof of blood descent is required for 
practical outcomes.  With ethnicity and Maori origin measured separately, the 
complexity of ethnicity/race/ancestry for individuals becomes apparent: more 
individuals record ancestry than identify with Maori ethnicity, and over 5,000 
people identified as Maori, but did not record Maori ancestry (Callister 2004a; 
Kukutai 2007). 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 However, following the 2004/5 Mallard Review of Targeted Programmes, funding and 
programmes aimed along ethnic lines were reduced, shifting the focus for many sectors to need, 
not “race” (Cormack 2010:8; Mallard 2004). 
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Who is a “New Zealander”? 
 The idea of self-identified ethnicity faced a significant test in the 2006 
census.  As a result of public debate about ethnicity and national identity prior to 
the census, over 400,000 people recorded “New Zealander” as their ethnicity, 
under the “Other” category.  This represented a fivefold increase from the 
previous census, making “New Zealander” the third largest ethnic group in the 
population at 11.1% (Statistics New Zealand 2009).  This societal level project 
followed similar increases in Australia and Canada, reflecting an important thread 
of racial formation within New Zealand society (Kukutai and Didham 2009).  
Analyses following the census showed that the increase was due to “inter-ethnic 
mobility”, and primarily represented individuals who had been recorded in the 
New Zealand European category (Brown and Gray 2009:32; Statistics New 
Zealand 2009). 
 The debate over what it means to be a “New Zealander” is closely linked 
to understandings of race, illustrating the blurred boundaries between culture, 
race, ethnicity and nationality.  The movement of individuals from the New 
Zealand European category reflected a long-standing discomfort with the label 
applied to the majority population - while stigmatized groups often attempt to 
change names, in this case, it is the majority population which seeks a clearer 
label reflecting its identity in an uncertain post-colonial setting (Grbic 2010; Liu 
et al. 1999). The two commonly used labels are problematic: “New Zealand 
European”30 is seen as overly reliant on links to Europe which do not exist for 
most people, while “Pakeha” is perceived as offensive by a section of the 
population who object to a non-English label, and to the implied relationship 
with Maori31 (Bell 1996; Callister et al. 2006; Statistics New Zealand 2009).  Thus 
“New Zealander” is being substituted, merging ethnic and national identities and 
rejecting specific ethnic labeling.  However, this move towards a civic identity 
does not merely suggest that “we are all New Zealanders”, but rather that “some 
of us” are racialized New Zealanders. 
 Through this category, Pakeha culture and institutions are portrayed as 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 Ip (2003a) has noted that “New Zealand European” is the only category which is described as 
explicitly belonging to New Zealand, with no such option available for New Zealand Chinese.  
31 There are also those who believe that the term is an offensive word in Maori (flea or pig), a 
theory which is contested by many scholars (see Bell 1996; Callister 2004b). 
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the norm, (assuming that there is a single Pakeha culture in the first place), from 
which “ethnic” groups deviate (Keddell 2006; Thomas and Nikora 1997).  Being 
“just a New Zealander” becomes an option only for those who are not racially 
“othered”.  This is reflected also in the naming of state institutions, such as the 
“Office of Ethnic Affairs”, which deals with those who are “ethnic” and 
distinguished from the majority population (see Gilbertson 2007; Sawicka et al. 
2003).  
 The significant increase in “New Zealander” identifications reflects the 
continued importance of race in New Zealand society, in the way that ethnic 
groups are constructed and excluded from dominant narratives of belonging.  It 
also highlights the limits of measurement of ethnicity as cultural affiliation, in a 
racialized context.  While self-identification may come close to encompassing the 
dynamism of ethnic identity, individual and group understandings vary widely, 
bringing together aspects of identity such as culture, race, ancestry and 
nationality. 
 
Hybridity, diversity and the Chinese in New Zealand 
 The contemporary Chinese communities in New Zealand remain divided 
by generational and immigration status, as immigration flows from Asia continue.  
While older communities are almost exclusively Cantonese from Guangdong 
province in origin, newer groups have introduced significant diversity, with 
communities growing from Hong Kong, Taiwan and other countries in South 
East Asia.  The vast majority of the Chinese population lives in major cities, in 
areas which are more likely to be diverse, and to value cultural diversity (D. Ip 
2011; Ng 1993). 
The last country to abolish the poll tax on the Chinese in 1944, New 
Zealand was also the first apologize for such exclusion.  A formal apology was 
given by Helen Clark, the Labour Prime Minister in 2002 (Wong 2003:258), and a 
$5 million grant was provided to the Chinese Poll Tax Heritage Trust in 2005 
(Department of Internal Affairs 2009).  But even though legislative 
discrimination is no longer in place, the social context for the Chinese in New 
Zealand reflects a legacy of exclusion from the national narrative of belonging.  
Despite pronouncements that New Zealand is an Asian country, xenophobia 
exists throughout large sections of the population.  Racially-based discrimination 
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and social perceptions of the Chinese as “undesirable aliens” continues to affect 
everyday life for many people.  Although public perceptions may be shifting 
towards more positive perceptions, individuals of Asian descent are frequently 
regarded as “foreign” based on their physical characteristics (Asia New Zealand 
Foundation 2012; Human Rights Commission 2009).  As in neighbouring 
Australia, the racialization of “Asians” is firmly entrenched in the dominant 
cultural imaginary, highlighting the continuing strength of race-based discourse to 
define and exclude the “other” (see Ang 2001). 
 From a broader point of view, both the established and newcomer Chinese 
populations sit uneasily with the national project of biculturalism.  Diverse 
meanings of being Asian and being a New Zealander do not fit simply into this 
dual narrative, and this positioning as the “other” highlights unresolved tensions 
within biculturalism itself.  Both Pakeha and Maori can perceive new (and old) 
immigrant communities as a threat – to Pakeha dominance and to indigenous 
rights respectively – with this third party allowing for the crystallization of New 
Zealand identity into a simplistic notion of being Pakeha versus being Maori.  
This in itself is highly complex, potentially portraying antagonism where it does 
not necessarily exist, fixing identities into polarizations which are more complex 
in everyday life (M. Ip 2011; Voci and Leckie 2011).  Diverse Chinese 
communities struggle to find a visible and viable position within discussions of 
biculturalism, in the face of policies and agreements which focus largely on two 
bicultural partners (Ip 2003a; Li 2009; Spoonley 2005).  
 For the longer-established communities, different strategies have been 
adopted to deal with conflict between cultures, widespread racism and the ill-
defined position of ethnic minorities within a bicultural partnership.  As for all 
diasporic groups, “being Chinese” means a huge diversity of things, and 
“Chineseness” in New Zealand is under continual internal and external 
negotiation.  Intermarriage highlights a form of integration into both the 
dominant Pakeha and the indigenous Maori communities.  Continuing historical 
patterns of intermixing, increasing relationships between Maori and Chinese and 
Pakeha and Chinese are being recorded, despite pressure from both sides for 
ethnic boundaries to be maintained through endogamy (Callister et al. 2007; Ip 
2008).  New Zealand Chinese identities are becoming increasingly mixed, with 
40% of all Chinese born in New Zealand identifying with more than one ethnic 
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group (Collins 2011; Didham 2009).  As in the past, intermarriage has significant 
gender dimensions, with women identifying as Chinese being much more likely 
to have a European partner than Chinese men (Callister et al. 2007).  The 
population of individuals identifying with both European and Chinese ethnicities 
is increasing, particularly for younger generations, with over 4000 individuals 
over the age of 20 indicating mixed Asian/European ethnicities in the 2006 
census (Statistics New Zealand 2006a).  
 
The Future of Multiracialism in Singapore: Hyphenation and National 
Identity 
 The national narrative of multiracialism remains central to Singaporean 
public policy, maintaining the visibility of race as both an essential part of cultural 
identity, and a potential source of conflict and division (Tan 2004).  By elevating 
race within the private sphere, and downplaying racial claims in the public sphere, 
the state has been able to portray itself as neutral, while maintaining the 
multiracial framework as a means of population control, to promote “racial 
harmony” and avoid “racial chauvinism”.  Multiracialism justifies a range of 
economic and social policies to promote such harmony, yet potentially leads to a 
constrained “racial harmony” based around simplification and stereotype (Chua 
2003, 2005).  
 Singapore’s model of cultural pluralism has then resulted in a hyphenated 
national narrative of sorts, through the promotion of hyphenated identities as 
essentially Singaporean: “Singaporeans are enjoined not only to learn two 
languages, but also to inhabit two cultural worlds, the non-political ethnic and the 
non-ethnic political” (Hill and Lian 1995:104).  While the promotion of a unified 
national identity remains uppermost in the political considerations of the state, 
racial groups are not promoted equally and the benefits of development are not 
distributed equally, leaving Singaporean society highly racialized and divided 
(Barr and Skrbis 2008).  Overall, many individuals remain uncomfortably situated 
in the dissonance between public and private identities. 
  
Addressing “Mixed Race” in a Raced Framework 
 In the face of this dissonance and increasingly diversity, hybridity has 
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become a pressing issue to address.  While the CMIO categories remain 
bureaucratically intact, the framework is showing signs of strain as boundaries 
shift and blur, and the category of “Other” encompasses more and more.  
Currently, the population is identified as 74.1% Chinese, 13.4% Malay, 9.2% 
Indian and 3.3% Others, and then divided into 95 ethnic and national sub-
categories listed on individual identity cards (Neo 2010; Singapore Department of 
Statistics 2010a:10).  For individuals of mixed descent, this framework creates a 
tension between personal, situational and externally imposed identities. 
 In an attempt to make classification more flexible, a number of changes 
have occurred over the past years under Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong.  In 
early 2010, a new policy required parents to register the race of their child at 
birth, but allowed “mixed” couples to register their children as the race of either 
parent (ending the patrilineal bias), or as Eurasian – a mix between races (Kok 
2010b; Neo 2010).  Shortly following this announcement, the government 
proposed that children of mixed descent could be registered as having “double-
barrelled races”, without having to select a single race (Henson 2010).  This move 
caused significant debate, and it was further clarified that to fit within the 
established multiracial framework, individuals could indeed select “double-
barrelled” classifications, but they must also select a primary race – the race 
before the hyphen.   
 This seemingly drastic change was tempered with the proviso that it was 
to be largely symbolic: a way to recognize hybrid identities, without allowing 
them to significantly disrupt the established system.  In a response to the 
discussion generated by the change, Prime Minister Lee downplayed the shift, 
reassuring the media that as the majority of the population remained within 
singular racial groups, the numbers of those with “double-barrelled” 
classifications would be small (Popatial 2010).  He highlighted the importance of 
balancing personal identity recognition with social policy, saying, “I think it is a 
liberalisation; I don't think it is a revolution” (quoted in Ee 2010). 
 Despite this reassurance, the idea of multiple racial classifications raised a 
number of concerns.  For the self-help groups, this flexibility raised the question 
of which racial group would be called on to assist: “If a child needs assistance, 
there can be no ambiguity as to which group should assist him or her” (MP de 
Souza, quoted in Chow 2009).  Hence, the clarification that a primary race would 
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still be mandated was welcomed, simplifying which self-help group would receive 
contributions and would assist if needed (see Lee 2010; Yong 2010).  Changing 
classifications also have the potential to disrupt HDB quotas and apartment 
allocations.  Fears that individuals of mixed descent would be able to selectively 
utilize different races to achieve better outcomes32 were put to rest with the 
clarification that a primary race would be selected (Hoe 2010).  But the question 
still remained: how would a primary race be selected?  Parents were exhorted to 
carefully consider options when selecting a primary race, given the practical 
implications for education, language and housing (see Oon et al. 2010). 
 
“New” Eurasians and Popular Mixedness 
 The growing public discussions of “mixed race”, and the suggestion that 
“Eurasian” could be used as a synonym for “mixed” brought debates about 
Eurasian identity to the fore.  The Eurasian Association addressed the recent 
government moves, suggesting that the policy, combined with increasing 
immigration, could both increase the number of “new” Eurasians in the 
community and dilute the culture, or could deplete numbers, should individuals 
with a Eurasian parent choose to identify as non-Eurasian.  The Association then 
suggested that this could be mitigated by drawing “new” Eurasians into the 
community, while at the same time working to reinforce the existing culture and 
retain existing members (Eurasian Association 2010).  These concerns illustrate 
Pereira’s point that although a highly distinctive Eurasian culture was created to 
fit within the multiracial framework, few (new) Eurasians identify with this 
culture, as it lacks salience in everyday life (Pereira 2006:29).  And yet, despite this 
cultural construction, “Eurasian” continues to signify “mixed”, both within and 
outside of the community: “Eurasians are natural born mixers.  It’s in our blood.  
We cross borders and transcend cultures naturally” (Eurasian Association 2010:7, 
emphasis added). 
 Mixedness and hybridity remained prominent in the national 
consciousness from 2010 to 2013, thanks to increased media coverage discussing 
the proposed classification changes, and illustrating everyday mixedness in 
Singapore.  Notably, a series of life stories were published in the main national 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32 An interesting reflection of the continued discomfort and fear about “mixed race”. 
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newspaper just prior to National Day 2010, and again in early 2013 (see Ee 2010; 
Sim 2013).  These stories described mixed identity through food, language and 
other cultural practices, stressing the possible diversity within a Singaporean 
identity.  They linked mixedness and hybridity with the national narratives of 
diversity and multiracialism, highlighting the importance of national identity 
above all else.  The individuals came from diverse backgrounds, Chinese/Indian, 
Japanese/Chinese, Italian/Chinese and British/Chinese, and each story raised 
issues which framed multiracialism, national identity and “Shared Values”.  
Presenting “mixed race” in a less threatening light, and showing the “mixed” 
nature of Singapore as a whole, the stories discussed language and appearance, 
the importance of family values, heritage and national identity.  The possibility of 
transcending race was highlighted, as was the importance of being colour-blind in 
everyday life and policy, and reinforcing the meritocratic, multiracial framework 
of equality.  As stated by two of the respondents: “I am proud to be Singaporean, 
so my nationality is more important than my race”; “I'm just as rojak as everyone 
else” (quoted in Ee 2010). 
 
Symbolic Recognition, Practical Consistency 
 The official change in policy came into force on 1 January 2011.  As a 
result, parents can now classify their children as the race of either parent, as 
Eurasian, or as a hyphenated version of both races.  As described by the ICA: 
“This added flexibility of registering a double-barrelled race is in line with 
the Government’s continual review of its policies in recognition of 
evolving societal changes. In this instance, we recognise that with the 
increasing number of inter-ethnic marriages in Singapore; the diversity of 
Singapore’s racial demographics has accordingly also increased.” 
(Immigration and Checkpoints Authority 2010)  
The announcement stressed that there would not be any social or economic 
advantages in registering a “double-barrelled” race: as previously clarified, 
education and housing policy would use only the primary race, the race before 
the hyphen (see Chang 2010; Jalleh 2010).  Reinforcing the multiracial 
framework, the presentation of national statistics would continue to be based 
around the CMIO groupings, and the census would continue with a register-
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based approach33.  Population statistics will therefore be published in the same 
format, incorporating hyphenated identities by using the first component of the 
“double-barrelled” race (Immigration and Checkpoints Authority 2010).  In the 
first year of the policy change, only 16% of children born to parents of different 
races were classified using the hyphenated system, with most listing the father’s 
race as the primary race.  The vast majority were instead listed as Eurasian or 
under a singular racial category (Tan 2012), reflecting both the newness of the 
system, and the ingrained nature of racial singularity in Singapore. 
 Despite the largely symbolic nature of the change, the official 
announcement emphasized the practical considerations of a “double-barrelled” 
identification: “Declaring or changing one’s race is a serious matter that should 
not be taken lightly. If you are considering doing so, you will need to carefully 
deliberate the impact and implications of the change” (Immigration and 
Checkpoints Authority 2010).  Further conditions were elaborated, highlighting 
the continued racial basis for organization, and reflecting a peculiar combination 
of biologically fixed and pragmatically fluid understandings of race: 
1) “Double-barrelled” classification is based on ancestry, not simple social 
identification: individuals must have parents recorded as belonging to 
different races; 
2) All siblings must have the same recorded race until the age of 21; 
3) Children under the age of 21 must have consent of both parents to 
change races; 
4) Singaporeans may change their race twice, by statutory declaration: once 
before the age of 21, and once after. 
5) Changing the order of the hyphenated races counts as one change; 
6) Only two races may be hyphenated – for parents of “mixed race”, their 
children must be assigned a two-race combination of their four races 
(Immigration and Checkpoints Authority 2010). 
 
Hyphenated, Mixed or Unclassified? 
 The recent debates around “mixed race” also raised the question of the 
utility of racial classification in Singapore as a whole.  An issue which has been 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 Personal communication, Statistician in Income, Expenditure and Population Statistics 
Division, Department of Statistics, 2011 
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raised in many census-taking countries, including the US, the UK, Australia and 
New Zealand, race (or ethnicity) can be seen as a legitimate marker of belonging 
and a way to obtain important information about the population, or an outdated 
method of measurement, based along divisive notions of blood.  In Singapore, 
the practical consequences of racial classification are much farther reaching.  
Certain commentators suggested that increasing intermarriage would make single 
race classifications largely irrelevant, and an overt focus on race could prove 
disruptive to a cohesive sense of national identity (Kok 2010a).  Shifting the 
focus away from race, emphasis could instead be placed on the nationality after 
the hyphen:  -Singaporean.  This illustrates the point that growing numbers of 
Singaporeans, particularly younger generations, are seeing themselves as 
Singaporean first, racial second (Chua 2003; Ortmann 2009).  This form of 
identification had been particularly salient for individuals of mixed descent prior 
to the policy change, individuals who could not fit easily in the CMIO grid, and 
many of whom would describe themselves as simply Singaporean (Velayutham 
2007). 
 Despite this, official recognition of a solely Singaporean identity is not a 
realistic possibility in the current framework.  This shift would sit outside of the 
CMIO categories, disrupting numerous social and economic systems.  The 
multiracial framework and system of simplified race thinking is so deeply 
ingrained that non-racial classification is seen as ignoring reality, rather than 
accounting for changing identities: “Ethnic and cultural identities...are not going 
to disappear by doing away with it in our NRIC or providing an option for 
people to avoid stating their ethnicity… while race does not always equate to 
culture, it most often does. Policy has to be based on the norm and not the exceptions” 
(Law Minister K. Shanmugam, quoted in Chang 2009: emphasis added). 
 
New Zealand: From “half-caste” to “mixed race” to “mixed ethnic 
identity” 
 In broadening the measurement of ethnicity, Statistics New Zealand has 
attempted to more accurately describe the multiplicity and changing nature of 
ethnic identities for increasing sections of the population (Brown and Gray 2009; 
Didham 2005).  In the 2006 census, 10.4% of the population identified with 
more than one ethnic group, a proportion that increased significantly for the 
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younger generation (0-14 age group), which recorded 19.7% belonging to two or 
more ethnic groups (Callister 2003b; Statistics New Zealand 2006b).  Recent 
studies have shown even higher rates in some urban areas, where almost half of 
new babies are identified with more than one ethnicity (Collins 2010).  
Highlighting the state and socially understood break between ethnicity and 
ancestry, this number measures situational and temporally limited identification, 
given that a much greater proportion of the population could record multiple 
ethnic origins, or even more complex identifications.  The number could be 
limited by the wording of the question (as seen by the discrepancy in numbers 
between 1991 and 1996), the tendency to simplify when filling out official 
surveys, a political identification with a particular group, or even the fact that 
ethnicity is not often requested or recorded in everyday life and is understood in 
different ways (Callister 2004a). 
 Increasing policy and social science research has been carried out in New 
Zealand over the past decade, exploring the identifications and characteristics of 
the “mixed” group, and the dual processes of constraint and acknowledgement 
created by the measurement of multiple ethnicities.  It has been suggested that 
the very recognition of multiply ethnic identities encourages individual 
acknowledgement or even discovery of such identities, as measurement and 
ethnic group creation are mutually reinforcing processes.  Multiple scholars stress 
that increasing official recognition and understandings of “mixedness” work to 
deconstruct limiting notions of race for both the state and society, recognizing 
the hybridity which characterizes evolving cultural identities in a diverse society 
(Callister 2003b; Keddell 2006; Khawaja et al. 2007).  With research exploring 
interactions and intermixing for individuals of Maori/Pakeha, Maori/Chinese 
and Pacific Island/Maori descent, conceptions of hybrid identities and 
dual/multiple identifications are increasingly removed from ideas of blood and 
ancestry and grounded in context and social interaction, strengthening the 
cultural affiliation understanding of ethnicity (see, for example, Ip 2008, 2009; 
Meredith 2000; Tupuola 2004; Ward 2006). 
 While the fluidity of hybrid ethnic identities is emphasized by the 
academic and (to some extent) the policy-making communities, wider social 
understandings of mixed identities as the practical outcome of mixed marriages 
remain fairly heavily circumscribed by notions of race.  Mixed identities are seen 
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as the product of inter-racial relationships, which cross socially-maintained group 
boundaries. Among Pakeha in particular, racially-based discourses remain 
common in describing both the relationships and the “mixed” children – using a 
rhetoric of concern rather than disapproval, by asking “what about the 
children?”.  Gibson (2006) found that previous notions of mixed children having 
“nowhere to belong” remained common, highlighting the fact that for many 
people, ethnic group boundaries seem rigid, even in the face of increasing 
discussions of hybridity. 
While New Zealand maintains an innovative and potentially forward-
looking method of measuring ethnic identification, this fluid categorization is 
equally constrained by the racially-based framework of existing classification 
structures and dominant racial narratives.  While individuals have the option to 
identify with multiple ethnicities, “mixedness” in and of itself is not explicitly 
recognized, and is often rendered invisible in the public presentation of ethnicity 
data which highlights membership in bounded ethnic (racial) groups34.  “Mixed 
race” is positioned within the bicultural/multicultural tension which characterizes 
“race relations” in New Zealand.  Mixed identities for the individual can be seen 
as a reflection of the “mixed” nature of the state and society, with the narrative 
of a bicultural nation made up of two equal parts providing a macro level 
depiction of a narrative of personal mixed race.  This becomes more complicated 
at both macro and micro levels: when the narrative of equal partnership and 
recognition is revealed to be closer to rhetoric than reality, as social and state 
understandings of ethnic identity remain heavily curtailed by traditional notions 
of race and belonging through blood. 
 
Singapore: Multiracialism, symbolic recognition and everyday hybridity 
 Reflecting historical processes of racial formation, identities in Singapore 
are bounded by a discourse of multiracialism which shapes state organization and 
individual practices.  Drawn from a colonial past, Singapore’s multiracial 
framework has “…institutionalized colonial racial identities and woven them into 
the fabric of political and social life to the extent that they constitute a common 
sense through which people conceive identities of themselves and others” (Goh 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 Personal communication, Kukutai 2009. 
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and Holden 2009:2-3).  The emphasis of multiracialism has shifted significantly 
over time, in accordance with government priorities and the particular emphasis 
of control.  From initial narratives of national unity to concerted promotion of 
“Asian values”, multiracialism has developed and become increasingly focused on 
the “racial” aspect (Barr and Skrbis 2008).  The management of race remains 
crucial in the story of Singapore, as the stories of the nation and of individuals 
are wound around ideas of descent, ancestry, belonging and blood. 
 While multiracialism as a racial project is based on the principle of 
enforcing racial equality, it has also had the practical effect of creating and 
reinforcing boundaries between groups through a reliance on racially-based 
policies.  Racialized communities have been imagined and commodified, 
simplifying culture to a few attributes of language and custom, reducing 
complexity to manageable traits, and an inoffensive form of difference (Holden 
2009; Kymlicka 2003).  By focusing on such differences, and carrying over the 
colonial project of labeling and locating the “other”, state multiracialism has de-
politicized race on the one hand, and emphatically enforced its importance in the 
private sphere on the other.  As opposed to Western versions of 
multiculturalism, in the multiracial model, groups are created, policed, and 
effectively disempowered politically, to maintain “racial harmony”, equality, and 
state neutrality (Chua 1998:36). 
 Despite this rigidity, hybridity and subversion exist in Singaporean society: 
“There are myriad ways of resisting the discipline – turning it on itself in ways 
that come back to crack the frames that try to tailor discourse to the state’s 
formulation of it” (PuruShotam 1998:93).  Cultural hybridity and personal 
projects of mixedness are both institutionally subversive and individually 
commonplace.  Everyday experiences of mixedness and hybridity in interaction, 
intermarriage and emerging cultural practices are growing, allowing for a degree 
of informal identification as “Singaporean”, rather than as a racialized 
Singaporean (Chua 1995b).  Increasing numbers of individuals of mixed descent 
create their own labels of “mixed”, while “double-barrelled” race classifications 
illustrate a state attempt to re-adjust inherited colonial structures to match an 
evolving reality.  Nevertheless, multiracialism as ideology remains powerful at 
macro and micro levels, and the dissonance between political motivations for 
simplicity and individual experiences of mixedness remains.  While symbolic 
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acknowledgement of “mixed race” brings hybridity back into the national 
narrative of belonging, Singapore continues to be structured as a hierarchical 
nation of distinctly racialized groups.  
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Chapter Five: The Personal in the Political35 
Macro and micro: analysis of narratives 
 Individual narratives and racial projects illustrate the multitude of ways in 
which mixedness is imagined and practised in daily life, challenging abstract 
theories of “mixed race” which cast identities as easily defined categories.  The 
personal narratives in this research project proved to be intricate and occasionally 
contradictory, as individuals located themselves in context.  The diverse 
backgrounds of participants illustrated how personal experiences and 
understandings of race, gender, ancestry and nationality are shifting and 
constructed, and cannot be easily captured by simple models of identity 
development or singular narratives of belonging (Bhatia and Ram 2001:15).  
Personal stories were told and shaped within wider national narratives of 
belonging, but also worked to resist and re-shape these wider narratives as 
identities were negotiated (Storrs 1999; Young 2009).    
This chapter frames the analysis of personal narratives, bringing together 
key themes from the survey with the thoughtful stories described by participants 
in the interviews.  Analysis begins at the macro level, zooming out to locate 
personal stories in larger narratives of classification and national belonging, as 
aspects of the personal and the political, structure and agency, are contrasted and 
interweaved.  The following chapter then moves downwards to focus on 
individual conceptions of what it means to be Chinese, European and/or mixed 
as influenced by meso-level factors of the family and the community.  Chapter 
Seven continues this zooming in, looking at micro-level negotiations and intimate 
understandings of “mixed race” under different conditions.  Chapter Seven also 
ties previous threads together, drawing out the ways individuals understand and 
experience their mixed heritages in New Zealand and Singapore, and how they 
work to position themselves by making sense of their ancestry and experience. 
 Narratives exist across multiple levels, from the individual, to the family, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 Previous versions of the following chapters were published as: 
Rocha, Zarine L. 2012. “Identity, dislocation and belonging: Chinese/European narratives of 
“mixed” identity in Aotearoa/New Zealand.” Identities: Global Studies in Culture and Power, 19(6): 
673-690. 
Rocha, Zarine L. 2013. “Stretching out the categories: Chinese/European narratives of 
mixedness, belonging and home in Singapore” Ethnicities (forthcoming). 
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the community, and the nation.  Narratives of belonging can contradict and 
develop in different directions across these levels (Bandyopadhyay 2010), 
expressed through projects of mixedness.  “Being mixed” takes numerous forms, 
across public and private spheres, and in different interactions, and it is the 
complex and contextualized experiences of identity that emerge in the following 
stories.  As detailed in Chapter 3, personal narratives were analyzed both as 
whole, structured stories of individual mixedness, and as narratives of storied 
fragments.  These narratives (and the narratives within narratives) were then 
characterized according to the framework of accommodation, transcendence, 
reinforcement and subversion (see table 3.1, page 39). 
This broad characterization allowed for numerous themes to emerge, and 
for flexibility within characterizations, such as individuals expressing narratives of 
both accommodation and of transcendence.  These characterizations outlined a 
broad framework for analysis, exploring both the personal and the political, and 
linking public and private identities.  Individual stories provided new and 
sometimes unexpected perspectives on locating the self, allowing for unique 
expressions of micro narratives within macro narratives of race, nationality and 
belonging in New Zealand and Singapore. 
 
Research participants 
 The initial source of information and key themes came from the web 
survey, conducted in early 2011.  60 valid responses were gathered in total (35 in 
Singapore and 25 in New Zealand), with similar demographic characteristics 
across the two countries36.  The survey served primarily as a way of contacting 
participants to be interviewed, but certain themes also emerged from the survey 
results, which will be detailed as the analysis progresses.  Rather than being seen 
as a key source of data in itself, the survey provided an important introduction to 
the stories of individuals that will be presented. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 For the Singaporean sample, the age range was 18 to 64, with two thirds of respondents female.  
68.6% of respondents held a Singaporean passport (Singapore does not allow for dual 
citizenship), and 71.5% had completed an undergraduate degree or higher.  74.3% grew up 
primarily in Singapore, and 65.7% were living in Singapore at the time of the survey.   
The New Zealand sample had an age range of 19 to 48, with a similar ratio of two-thirds female 
respondents.  72% of respondents held only a New Zealand passport, with the remainder having 
dual citizenship with a second country.  76% had completed an undergraduate degree or higher.  
84% grew up primarily in New Zealand, and 80% were living in New Zealand at the time of the 
survey. 
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For the interviews, 40 men and women were interviewed, 20 in either 
country.37  Participants were not related, with the exception of two in Singapore 
who were engaged (Jeanne Goh and Andrew Wang-Jones) and two in New 
Zealand who were siblings (Nathan Fleming and Margaret Jenkins).  A summary 
of the interview participants is detailed in table 5.1 below. 
 
Table 5.1: Interview Participants 
Singaporean Sample 
Name38 Age M/F Location Occupation Mother39 Father 












William Briggs 21 M UK Student Singaporean 
Chinese 
English 






Susann Nasser 23 F Singapore Student German Indonesian 
Chinese 
Skye Sia 23 F Singapore Student Eurasian Singaporean 
Chinese 
Celine Chin 24 F Switzerland Intern French Singaporean 
Chinese 













Katrina Henry 27 F UK Doctor Singaporean 
Chinese 
English 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 In Singapore, I interviewed 7 men and 13 women, ranging from 19 to 64 years old.  In New 
Zealand, I interviewed 6 men and 14 women, ranging from 19 to 48 years of age.  This gender 
imbalance has been found in previous studies, but it is not clear whether this is reflection of 
differing identifications or a response bias of women feeling more comfortable answering 
personal questions about identity (see Aspinall et al. 2008; Khanna 2011; Song and Aspinall 
2012). 
38 All names were changed, but the pseudonyms attempt to capture the cultural connotations of 
the original name, for example, Chinese first name and French last name. 
39 Parental designations are as given by the participant. 
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36 M Singapore PR Executive English and 
German 
Eurasian 
Francine Phillippe 37 F Singapore Administrator Sikh/ 
Chinese 
Eurasian 





New Zealand Sample 
Name Age M/F Location Occupation Mother Father 






















Rose Stein 22 F Auckland Student Hong Kong 
Chinese 
Dutch 
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Katie Murray 24 F Wellington Engineer Malaysian 
Chinese 
Scottish 














































































Questions of classification 
 As a prominent expression of macro narratives of racial formation, racial 
categorizations framed personal stories.  While identity is more intimately 
influenced by family and community relationships, these interactions are 
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themselves developed with the broader social and political milieu, as framed by 
classification (Katz 2012).  In this study, questions of official classification were 
prominent in many narratives.  Public discourse around race, ethnicity and 
belonging centered around categorization and form-filling, shaping the way in 
which participants saw and described themselves (Maré 2001).  As outlined in 
Chapter Four, the systems and histories of racial classification differ in Singapore 
and New Zealand, yet classification has played an important role in both 
contexts, reflected in the labels people chose to use, avoid and invent. 
In the initial survey, participants were asked to elaborate on personal 
classification as compared to official classification.  Participants first selected a 
racial/ethnic label from a defined list, to explore the popularity and 
appropriateness of various terms used to describe “mixed race”.  Eurasian was 
the most widely selected option across both countries (57% in Singapore and 
36% in New Zealand), followed by mixed, mixed heritage and half-(something).  
Each of these options allowed for personal acknowledgement of mixedness in 
some form, without directly referring to a singular race.  The term “mixed race” 
was less popular, and singular racial labels, including Asian, Singaporean Chinese 
and New Zealand European, were not widely selected in either context.   
Then, linking the personal to the political, participants were asked how 
they would fill out their country’s census question on race/ethnicity, and whether 
this categorization would be accurate.  In the Singaporean census, which lists a 
number of ethnic/dialect groups40, as well as “Eurasian” and “Others”, 62.9% 
chose “Eurasian” (see figure 5.1).   
 
Figure 5.1: Singapore 2010 Census Question 
 
 
In the New Zealand census, participants were able to select multiple options 
(figure 5.2), and 56% selected both European and Chinese, while 28% selected 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
40 Please see page 85 for a list of these groups, and how they are recategorized into the CMIO 
groupings. 
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“Other” and filled in the blank.   
 
Figure 5.2: New Zealand 2006 Census Question 
 
 
60% of participants indicated that the Singaporean census was not 
accurate, given its limited categories and the historical meanings associated with 
“Eurasian”.  Opinions on the New Zealand census were evenly split, with half of 
participants stating that multiple options were adequately flexible, and half stating 
that it did not go far enough.  Participants also discussed the usefulness of 
ethnic/racial categorization at the national level, providing an interesting 
viewpoint from those who don’t fit easily into the categories.  45.7% of the 
Singaporean group felt that the categorization was not useful, compared to 13% 
of New Zealanders.  60% of the New Zealand sample felt that such data 
gathering was useful, a much higher figure than the 25.7% of Singaporeans.  In 
both countries, most participants felt that selecting multiple options was the best 
way to reconcile the reality of identity with the strictures of classification, as a 
form of accommodation.  However, 20% of Singaporeans and 8% of New 
Zealanders thought that racial/ethnic classification should be eliminated 
altogether, transcending race as identification.  As in Aspinall’s work in Britain, 
official categories in either country were not seen as providing adequate space to 
easily express mixedness (Aspinall 2012).  These complexities around 
classification and lived reality, and particularly the term “Eurasian”, were detailed 
further in individual stories. 
 
Stories of classification 
For the Singaporean participants, race and racial classification loomed 
large in their everyday lives.  A very present form of classification was the race 
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listed on their identity cards (IC), which did not always correspond to how they 
perceived themselves, nor how they classified themselves on the census.  One 
participant rebelled against the Caucasian classification on his IC, insisting to his 
friends that he was Chinese.   
Race, yeah, I don’t know. 
On my card, it says I’m Caucasian.   
Which kind of sucks, like, can’t I just be like both, Eurasian…  
but I had to follow what my dad is. 
And I used to get made fun of,  
because I would always pretend to be like, “guys, I’m all, I’m so Chinese”,  
but they would just, all the local Singaporeans would just laugh at me [laughs].   
“No – it’s not true”, “oh ok, ok… maybe not entirely, but…”  
Race is not, well, I never thought it was that important to be honest.   
But, I guess, because they ask for your race in Singapore, it means something. 
[pause] 
Which maybe isn’t the same in London.   
Like my European side, they don’t really ask this kind of stuff. 
I recently filled out a census form here [in the UK].   
They have insane amounts of race, like, tick boxes.    
It’s like they spell it out for you, everything.   
And I found it, it was more, it was easier to do here.   
Than in Singapore.   
Because they really, they just condense to like one… 
I don’t know. 
Maybe, maybe Singapore should start considering you know,  
stretching out the categories.   
(William Briggs, SG, 21, male, Singaporean Chinese/English) 
 
William’s personal subversion of his official label was a way to assert his feelings 
of belonging, despite this claim not being recognized by his peers.  The amused 
(and possible bemused) reaction of his friends highlighted the strength of 
racialized boundaries at both state and community levels.  Although he 
mentioned this form of dislocation with a laugh, his concern with race and fitting 
in (to both boxes and social groups) and his use of “pretend” illustrated the 
importance of racial belonging to him, combining his subversion with a belief in 
distinct racial categories and stories of reinforcement.  The dissonance between 
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personal complexity and singular categorization became more apparent to him 
after leaving Singapore for London.  The lack of flexibility in Singapore was 
particularly noticeable as he filled out the UK census, which allows for the 
selection of multiple ethnic groups.  He found that he could fit himself more 
easily into multiple categories, rather than the singular selection available in 
Singapore, calling into question the rigidity of the Singaporean framework. 
By way of contrast, a second participant was happy to have a singular 
racial category to identify with.  As a child, Alison had always assumed she was 
Chinese, and was told only as a teenager of her mixed ancestry.   
Well, I never questioned.  I always put Chinese. 
Um, until my mum told me, and my sister…  
then I knew. 
But then I also looked up online,  
I think I was applying for the identification card, that kind of the thing.   
I think it says somewhere like if your father is Chinese, you just put Chinese. 
So, yeah.  I’m glad they made it easy for me.   
I don’t want to have to, on the form, think about what I have to fill in.  
So, I just put Chinese, yeah. 
And, I have a Chinese name, and I guess I look,  
I think I look mostly Chinese, anyway, so… 
I don’t, I wouldn’t want too many people asking so “what is Others?”, and 
“what Others do you mean?” 
And that Others term is something that I would never want to fill in with.   
It’s a weird category.   
Like, a alien, it’s just not, not human or something,  
I don’t know, it’s really strange. 
I mean they can also do the same, like in the States, where they have tons of 
categories about,  
I don’t know,  
what you are. 
But… I guess Singapore, they decided to make it easy  
and just put everything under the Chinese, Malay and Indian or Others. 
Save time and space on the paper. 
(Alison Lijuan, SG, 27, female, Russian Chinese and Japanese/Hong Kong Chinese) 
 
The news of her ancestry was a shock for her, almost revealing a dark family 
secret: “…then I knew.”  This knowledge of the potential for a complex racial 
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identity had a significant effect on her, and she felt strongly that simple 
classification was better, reinforcing the CMIO framework in her personal life.  
The patrilineal rules of racial categorization were a relief in this case, allowing her 
a simple way to classify herself, to not be highlighted as different.  In contrast to 
the previous narrative, she saw the simplicity of Singapore’s system as positive, 
allowing mixedness to be easily concealed.  This reinforcement continued in her 
distaste for the category of “Other”, which went against the neat categories, and 
to her, seemed a non-defined, or non-human (by being non-racial) category. 
As well as seeking to assert mixedness or to overlook mixed heritage, 
some participants focused on “Eurasian” as a term that was both inclusive and 
exclusive. Eurasian provides a separately racialized category which encompasses a 
multitude of backgrounds and experiences (see, for example, Choo et al. 2007; 
Dickens 2010; Zimmern 2010).  Participants used the term in both a casual sense 
to describe mixed ancestry, and in a more precise way, to illustrate the category 
of Eurasian within the government’s classificatory framework.  Some participants 
were very aware of the historical meaning of Eurasian in Singapore, and the 
essentialization of a distinct Eurasian identity within a racial framework.    
Like I said, on my IC it’s written Chinese.   
I can’t say I’m Eurasian because…  
(although I am Eurasian)  
because the term Eurasian defines the person half/half, Europe and Asian, 
right?   
But in Singapore if you’re Eurasian, it’s not even what I am.   
Because that group of people, that doesn’t describe the kind of mix that I am.   
So I can’t really, that doesn’t apply to me as well. 
I’m not pure Chinese.   
But it’s written Chinese because I have a Chinese name after my father.   
(Jeanne Goh, SG, 30, female, French/Singaporean Chinese) 
 
For this woman, Eurasian was another racial category into which she did not 
easily fit.  She highlighted her classification as Chinese, despite not being “pure 
Chinese”, and her ancestry as European and Asian, although she didn’t fit into 
Eurasian.  The race of her father simplified her categorization, but left her 
personal identity at odds with her official label.  Her narrative reflects 
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accommodation around the term Eurasian, as she worked to accommodate the 
racial framework with a public/private divide.  
One woman focused on the private meaning of the term, and saw 
Eurasian as distinct racial category for herself, and one with very precise 
boundaries.  She described discovering the term as a young woman, and how this 
new label provided her with a sense of identification and belonging, as well as 
kindling an interest in racial heritage. 
I think like when I was younger I just thought of myself as nothing. 
Um, because um, yeah, I didn’t discover Eurasian until year 9 [age 14].   
Um, so until then, I guess I didn’t really think about it, and um, it was sort of 
just nothing to me. 
Like, I didn’t acknowledge it like… um, I don’t know.  I guess I just didn’t really 
think about it, and like… 
But then, when I heard the term, like it was sort of all I thought about.  Um, I 
guess. 
I guess like when I was younger I wasn’t interested in race and all that, but as I 
became older, like now I’m totally interested in it.   
Yeah, like I guess, one of the things um, like when people are telling me a story, 
they’re like “oh my friend like did this”, and I’m like “what race were they?”.   
And, I don’t know.  It’s sort of like, really like, I’m really interested in it now. 
(Amber Smith, SG, 19, female, Singaporean Chinese/Anglo Australian) 
 
For Amber, the term Eurasian referred to a particular biological combination, 
which was exclusively Asian and European.  She saw Eurasian-ness in 
simultaneously personal and sweeping terms, as an important marker of personal 
identity, and a form of identification that could exist anywhere in the world, 
based on the assumption of the existence of separate races.  The label enabled 
her to be more than “nothing”, giving her a racial category in which to belong. 
Others, however, saw Eurasian as a way to subvert singular racial 
categories, a form of recognizing mixedness (perhaps unintentionally) through 
the state framework.    
Well, I’m proud to have Eurasian on my IC.   
‘Cause ah, back then when they gave me my IC at first, it said Chinese.   
And I was like “no, I’m not Chinese, can you change it?”.   
And the lady looked at me and was “are you sure?  Are you sure you’re not 
Chinese?” and I was like “yeah, I think I am” [laughs] 
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(Richard Ong, SG, 22, male, Singaporean Chinese/Anglo Australian) 
 
This man used categorization to acknowledge personal mixedness, pushing for a 
Eurasian label to encompass both sides of his heritage.  He utilized the category 
as a way to accommodate his feelings of belonging, while staying with the defined 
framework.  His story of persuading the government official to change his 
assignation shows how he subverted expectations through humour, but also 
reflects a serious point: the power of external perceptions in reinforcing a 
racialized framework. 
For some, the distinction between the historical understanding of 
Eurasian in Singapore, and the “new Eurasians” (those with one European and 
one Asian parent) heavily influenced their identification with Eurasian as 
personal identity label, and as an administrative category.  One man was not 
aware of the older meaning of Eurasian in Singaporean society, something which 
he discovered when he was taught about different cultures in Singapore during 
national service. 
I only realized that they had a really strong Eurasian community in national 
service, when they started like teaching everybody about, like cultures in 
Singapore.   
And apparently we have, Eurasians have special food [laughs], special games and 
all this kind of stuff.   
I was just kind of like, “I’ve never experienced that”, and everyone starts 
looking at me like “really?”.   
I don’t think so [laughs].   
I don’t recall this ever growing up. 
(William Briggs, SG, 21, male, Singaporean Chinese/English) 
 
Although he had realized that his Eurasian experience did not include the cultural 
markers described as typically Eurasian, William did not make a distinction 
between the two definitions.  Illustrating the shifting meaning of the term, he 
inferred a kind of commonality in being Eurasian, referring to all Eurasians as 
“we”.  For many others, however, the historical meaning of Eurasian meant that 
their personal experiences of mixedness did not automatically lead to 
identification with the community. 
I never really felt myself as a Eurasian in that sense.  Yeah. 
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Yeah.  And when I first was contacted by the Eurasian Association, in 
Singapore,  
I mean, we looked through it, but I don’t see a connection.   
Because… the, the Association was created by Eurasians,  
it was like second, third generation Eurasians who have been in Singapore for, 
for, at least 50, 60 years or more. 
And… it, they, it’s different.   
And I guess the other problem is that Eurasian is a very vague term.   
Right?  You are talking about Asian and…  
I mean, in your study, you’re talking about Chinese and European, but in 
general the definition is more loose than that.   
You have Malays, Indians… and… and… 
So, the culture is also very different.   
So when I look at it, I read about it, it’s like, yeah it’s interesting,  
it’s history, part of Singapore, but I, I don’t relate with them. 
 (Alastair Jenkins, SG, 30, male, Singaporean Chinese/Anglo Australian) 
 
The oldest participant also described how this dissonance had existed 
prior to independence, recounting how Eurasian culture was significantly 
different to the cultures of his British father and Chinese mother. 
In fact, more often than not you would mix around with Eurasians – we call it 
the Portuguese Eurasians, the dark skinned Pereiras and all that.   
And there was a difference, you know, it was… because they had a different 
culture,  
a significantly different culture from us and we didn’t feel left out.   
We didn’t, no, we didn’t… don’t…  
don’t feel we were left out but it was not somebody you could have a close 
relationship with, you know,  
like an understanding of the culture,  
you have to start learning what their culture is.   
So my association with them would be just as good as a Chinese.   
That means I couldn’t associate with both sides,  
like Chinese, Indian, whatever, Malays – doesn’t make a difference.   
I did not feel a close affinity to the Eurasian community at that time.   
That’s it.   
(David Faulkner, SG, 64, male, Singaporean Chinese/White British) 
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For David, Eurasian was another ethnic group from which he was excluded, as a 
result of being from a mixed family.  His mention of Portuguese descent and 
“dark-skinned” also highlighted an important aspect of Eurasian identity – the 
divisions within the historical community, along lines of colour and class.  Several 
participants commented on these divisions, as having existed in the past, 
particularly under British colonial rule, and having carried over to the present.  
One woman, Francine, described how “uppity” Eurasians used to look down on 
those with darker skin, while another man used the terminology “upper ten and 
lower six” to elaborate on the intra-community divisions. 
I don’t know what the upper ten and lower six, what the numbers mean exactly, 
but it’s always been this phrase: “Ah, he or she is upper ten”.   
Among the Eurasian community, upper tens refer to the fairer Eurasians.   
Those who have an Asian parent and have a European parent of fair descent so 
to speak, like Dutch, British, American, could be French, like Jeanne’s case.   
And the lower six are those from, tend to be more tanned, those with more 
darker skin.  I have trouble even saying that, like those who are tanned, and 
more darker, like the Portuguese Eurasians.   
Sometimes they even mistake them for Indians or Malays.   
And you find some Portuguese Eurasians in Singapore, of Portuguese descent, 
they also have Malay and Indian lineage.  They take on Indian surnames.   
You find in the Eurasian community, they are Eurasians, but they’re Muslims, 
or of Malay Muslim parents.  So those are the lower six. 
In fact, within the Eurasian community, they are very fractious because of the 
upper ten and lower six distinction. 
(Andrew Wang-Jones, SG, 36, male, English and German/Eurasian) 
 
He described how these distinctions originated under the colonial organizational 
system, but continued in a modified form for many Eurasians today, making him 
distinctly uncomfortable within the community.   
Hence, despite having roots in hybridity, the administrative aspect of 
being Eurasian has defined cultural boundaries and has developed sub-
distinctions, creating a newly racialized (and even hierarchical) category.  The 
present-day Eurasian Association has attempted to address this, in the face of 
dwindling membership.  As a result, the term has been administratively 
broadened, drawing on the resurgence of the community in the 1980s, something 
Terence, Alastair and David commented on. 
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‘Cause I mean, Eurasian is a very, Eurasian is a very broad term.  
And it’s only recently that they, I think, made it more encompassing, ah. 
I think, it’s more like, it’s not like a specific domain or definition of people, it’s 
more like an umbrella grouping now.   
Like, anyone… when you think about it, anyone can be Eurasian, ah. 
Yeah, so… it’s a funny thing… me and my sister received an award from NUS, 
and they said “oh, yeah, you’re, you’re Eurasian”, you know… “sure….” 
I think because it’s more, it’s more loose, the term is more loose now, that it 
makes it easier to loosen things.   
‘Cause you’re more inclusive as opposed to exclusive, ah. 
Most racial groups in Singapore, like, SINDA, MENDAKI, I think the tendency 
now is for them to become more inclusive.   
‘Cause, they like, if you don’t become inclusive, you never grow, lah. 
If you grow means, if you grow means government gives you more money, lah.   
Gives you, ‘cause you’re addressing more, a larger group, ah. 
(Terence Peaks, SG, 26, male, Filipino Chinese/Anglo Australian) 
 
Terence positions the Association within the bureaucratic aspect of racialized 
groupings, noting the ways in which definitions of race can be used to access 
funding and resources.  His narrative points to racial categories and groupings as 
largely constructed, broadening definitions as a way of becoming more inclusive.  
He accommodated his own mixedness and positioning within this framework of 
wider self-interest: recognizing the arbitrary nature of racial boundaries, but 
equally the administrative pervasiveness (and possible utility) of such boundaries. 
Eurasian had a deeper symbolic meaning for some.  For Amber, the 
acknowledgement of mixedness implicit in the term Eurasian was an important 
form of identity in itself.  The category was repurposed, and re-racialized, as 
another group with clearly defined boundaries. 
I never tried to like fit into one or the other. 
Like, ‘cause I notice that some…  
Like, back when myspace was popular, you know it had the ethnicity drop-down 
menu.   
Um, I noticed like that one of my Eurasian friends then put “Asian”.   
And that, I don’t know, that really upset me.   
I didn’t feel like… 
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I never really like it when Eurasians sort of, classify themselves as one or the 
other.  
Because I feel like, really I’d like to have Eurasian as a recognizable third 
identity.   
(Amber Smith, SG, 19, female, Singaporean Chinese/Anglo Australian) 
 
For her, denial of this identity was seen as a form of betrayal, choosing sides in 
choosing one racial identity over the other.  As before, Amber used Eurasian as a 
broader, globalized term to describe a new form of identity, in effect racializing 
mixedness and creating a new race from component races.  Her narrative 
highlights an interesting combination of both subversion and reinforcement: 
subverting singular racial narratives, but at the same time, promoting belonging in 
a single group as defined by racial background. 
 This subversive reinforcement was seen in another participant’s attitude 
towards the new “double-barrelled” racial labels. 
Now, recently they came out with the double-barrelled thing.   
Which I think that’s a bit rubbish, because you start segregating within the…  
if you’re Eurasian, you’re Eurasian, if not… 
What’s the point?   
It’s like taking the Chinese and separating them within the dialects, which…  
for a society which continually talks about cohesion, they are separating them 
even further.   
So, I think I would like…  
my IC says Eurasian and I’m fine with that.  I wouldn’t change it, anyway. 
(Richard Ong, SG, 22, male, Singaporean Chinese/Anglo Australian) 
 
He saw the recent shift towards hyphenation as divisive and unnecessary, 
pushing against greater fluidity or options for identification.  For him, reinforcing 
the importance of race, a person is either Eurasian, or is not.  Having grown up 
against a background where the CMIO framework was reinforced through the 
promotion of separate self-help groups and communities, his narrative centres 
around clearly defined racial groups.  Further specification for him instead served 
to separate rather than acknowledge identity. 
Eurasian then provided an interesting space in which participants in 
Singapore could manoeuvre.  For some, the implications of a bounded, culturally 
specific Eurasian community provided another form of exclusion from a 
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racialized framework.  Yet for others, Eurasian could be re-purposed into its 
component terms of European and Asian, allowing an acknowledgement of 
mixedness that could be accommodated within the state framework, even 
without identifying with the Eurasian community as a whole.  Overall, in 
Singapore, classification was widely felt.  Participants worked to accommodate 
their stories of mixedness in many different ways, sometimes deliberately 
subverting narratives of singularity, or even reinforcing existing classification 
structures through their own identifications. 
 
Although classification formed a part of participants’ narratives in New 
Zealand, the less pervasive nature of official classification meant that individuals 
were not always as aware of the officially available categories.  The flexibility of 
the New Zealand system meant that individuals were able to select as many 
groups as they wished, to better describe their identities and ancestries.  
Nevertheless, some found the categories themselves restrictive, particularly 
“European New Zealander” which implies a link to Europe.  Reflecting the 
dominant nature of whiteness and “European” ethnicity in New Zealand, the link 
to Europe was seen as unnecessary, classifying New Zealander as 
unproblematically white.  One participant clarified that whiteness was normal, 
and by default, all other groups were abnormal, in an interesting narrative of 
reinforcement.  This unnoticed discussion of normality and racialized culture 
highlighted the lingering effects of racial categories, despite the flexibility of 
current categorizations. 
While many participants saw race as unimportant in New Zealand 
society, not all were in agreement.  One woman saw the hidden importance of 
race as a social construct that singled out minority groups. 
I don’t know, I think it’s kind of a social construct, and… 
I feel like… it’s hard like, ‘cause I feel like race only applies to like minorities, 
kind of.   
In New Zealand especially.   
Like if you’re white, you’re not a race.   
‘Cause there’s… like if you’re from Sweden or Germany or whatever,  
that you look the same, and people don’t,  
they’re not like “oh, where are you from?” you know? 
(Angelina Ng, NZ, 19, female, Pakeha New Zealander/Chinese New Zealander) 
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She described racial identification and classification as only affecting minority 
groups, racing groups as different, as the “other”, in a context of inequality.  This 
emphasizes the use of “race” to signify tension in the New Zealand context (as in 
“race relations”), effectively allocating racial identities only to groups that differ 
from the majority (see Chapter Four). 
Another woman stressed the primacy of race, ethnicity and belonging, as 
a result of the public discourses of indigeneity and what it means to be a New 
Zealander.   
I mean, society uses that as an identifier right,  
so you’re inevitably kind of plopped into a category, based on your race.   
I mean, during the time I lived in New Zealand, I didn’t really feel that,  
but, in hindsight, and also talking to people, unfortunately New Zealand can be 
quite a discriminating country.   
Yeah.  Yup, it’s a bit unfortunate, but…  
I think also because, you know, the whole Maori identity is so, just pumped up 
and, and, you know, they feel a sense of privilege from that.   
So, that raises everybody’s awareness of race.  And ethnicity, I suppose.   
And, and, I don’t know, maybe it’s a result of that.   
So people really feel like they need to identify, with a certain race or ethnicity. 
(Melanie Townsend, NZ, 30, female, Taiwan Chinese/Pakeha New Zealander) 
 
Melanie linked the dominant discussions between Maori and Pakeha to the 
racialization of other immigrant groups, emphasizing the roles of race and racism 
in discussions of national identity.  Her questioning of race as an identifier 
suggested a form of transcendence, as she implied that national identity should 
not necessarily be predicated on racial belonging. 
 
In both countries, participants were clear that official classifications of 
race simplified their more complex backgrounds into categories of convenience.  
One unexpected finding was how this simplification related to the categories 
used for this research, looking at individuals with one Chinese and one European 
parent.  Individuals defined “Chinese” and “European” for their parents in many 
different ways, and these categories did not accurately describe the ethnic, 
cultural and ancestral complexity of many family backgrounds.  One participant 
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detailed his mother’s background as predominantly European, but stressed that 
in Singapore, she is classified as Eurasian, having been born and brought up in 
Singapore. 
So my mother is actually, you could say predominantly, half English, half 
German.   
But she is considered Eurasian, because she’s never been to Europe.   
So that’s pretty odd.   
But in terms of… ethnicity, one would put it, she really doesn’t have any Asian 
blood.   
I think there’s a smattering, further up the line.   
I have really asked questions as to what this is,  
but when you look at my mother, she looks white.   
Although she is a true-blue Singaporean, quite Singlish, but speaks good plain 
English.  
(Andrew Wang-Jones, SG, 36, male, English and German/Eurasian) 
 
One New Zealand participant highlighted how the label of Chinese for her 
mother didn’t fit easily with her mother’s cultural background, as she was 
adopted by a European family.  She stressed that the expected links between 
language, heritage and culture did not always apply, as her Chinese mother did 
not speak Chinese, while her Dutch father did. 
My mum is Chinese, she was brought up in Hong Kong.   
She’s ethnically Chinese but she was adopted by an English and Irish couple.   
But they really wanted to impress upon her, her Chinese culture, by giving her 
Chinese lessons and stuff.   
That didn’t quite stick [laughs]. 
And my father is Dutch.   
He was born in Indonesia though.   
Yeah, and he, he speaks Cantonese.  
Yeah.  So language is a bit weird for either parent. 
(Rose Stein, NZ, 22, female, Hong Kong Chinese/Dutch) 
 
These examples show both the dissonance between categories and lived 
reality, and the ways in which participants appropriated outside classifications to 
define the ancestries of their parents in meaningful ways.  Their narratives 
encompassed complications and mixed heritage as everyday, unremarkable facts, 
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reflecting the diversity of their experiences.  Importantly, even a research project 
on mixedness, such as this, can overlook the lived aspects of such complexity.  
The labels used for research can instead serve to perpetuate racialized categories 
that may have little meaning in the everyday lives of participants. 
 Such racialized categories were apparent when participants discussed their 
own feelings of identity, as the gap between social and state labels and personal 
reality came to the fore.  This was particularly pointed for the Singaporean 
participants, who negotiated their sense of being mixed within pervasive 
categorization – on identity cards, at school, in the census.  For some 
participants, labels had an impact on their lives and the way they had learned to 
describe themselves, but they were also able to make a clear distinction between 
public and private forms of identification.  For one participant, William Briggs, 
despite being labeled as Caucasian, he made a point of emphasizing his Chinese 
heritage, subverting expectations.   
I was always labeled as Caucasian.  That was it.   
But I’d always tell everyone I was Chinese [laughs].   
So, yeah. 
I don’t know, it doesn’t mean much to me to be honest. 
I wouldn’t say it’s a big deal. 
Mainly because it hasn’t… I don’t know.   
It’s never been a massive deal to me.   
Like in Singapore, maybe to them, they would say,  
they would try and get race out of me,  
but I would never ask someone.   
Or it would never be important to me.   
They can say that, it was on my ID card that [laughs] um, Caucasian, whatever. 
Um, I mean it’s not like I’m not, anyway.   
But obviously, it’s… whatever.   
Whatever anyone wants to label me.  
(William Briggs, SG, 21, male, Singaporean Chinese/English) 
 
Yet, he also took a step back from race as an identifier, working to transcend 
racial identifications.  As a result, for him, racial categorization became an 
abstract and impersonal form of classification, and race was not an identity that 
he chose to focus on.  Race categories were an administrative requirement, not a 
definition of identity, as he asserted a public/private divide. 
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For another participant, her personal feelings of mixedness overrode her 
classification as Chinese.   
I mean, it’s fine to be classified under mixed… 
And I think being Eurasian is fine.   
Listing that category or the Others category.  Yeah. 
But I mean, when filling out forms and stuff,  
I just instinctively tick Chinese, because it’s stated Chinese on my IC.   
Yeah, because back then Singapore hasn’t had the rule that you can state 
Eurasian.   
But now they have that rule.  So if both parents are agreeable, it’s fine. 
So my friends have told me “why don’t you just go and change it?” 
and I said “I don’t want to spend the money changing my IC!” 
Yeah, so I say it’s alright.  
It’s not important what is stated on a form, as long as you know inside of you, 
where you are and what you are. 
(Skye Sia, SG, 23, female, Eurasian/Singaporean Chinese) 
 
The option to change her classification to Eurasian to acknowledge her heritage 
did not seem important to her, as external labels did not need to match her 
private sense of who (and, interestingly, what) she was.  This reflected her 
personal accommodations of mixedness with a wider framework, accepting 
singular racial categories as public identification and a commonplace aspect of 
identity, while exploring her personal hybridity in a private way. 
In contrast to those who seemed at ease with the dissonance between 
public and private, certain participants pushed against the idea of race as a 
categorizing principle, often comparing Singapore with other countries.  The 
constant categorization felt constraining for some participants. 
But there is this like, it’s like… you know,  
in Singapore they just brush over it,  
well, let’s not talk about it.   
You know, you’re aren’t allowed to talk about racial issues.   
But… we’re going to box everybody up into a category before they’ve, as soon 
as they’re born.  You know? 
(Anne McNeil, SG, 27, female, Singaporean Chinese/English) 
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Anne fought against the racial label assigned to her, finding such singularity 
stifling.  She sought to subvert the racial framework, criticizing its pervasiveness 
and strength.  In this way, she sought to reconcile public and private 
identifications, hoping to allow for public forms of mixedness.  Another woman, 
Katrina Henry, described how difference was only reinforced by an emphasis on 
racial classification, questioning the relevance of race as marker with the 
population, but not its reality.  In doing so, she both reinforced the existence of 
race and racial divisions, and pushed against the necessity of classification. 
Overall, race was frequently questioned as an organizing principle by 
participants in Singapore.  In New Zealand, race was much less present at an 
official level, with many participants finding the official ethnic categories 
unremarkable.  Yet in both countries, participants spoke of race, ethnicity and 
culture in their narratives, and in doing so, highlighted a number of varying 
understandings of mixedness, and an important thread of racialization.  These 
included seeing race as bloodlines (reinforcement); separating race and 
ethnicity/culture (accommodation); viewing race, culture, nationality and 
ethnicity as interlinked (accommodation); understanding race as power 
(subversion); and questioning the basis of race itself (subversion/transcendence). 
 There were significant differences in talking about race between 
Singapore and New Zealand.  Singaporean participants were much more 
comfortable speaking of race as genetic inheritance and ancestry, and the concept 
of race as blood came through strongly in the stories of many people. 
I think it’s like, um… in your blood, I guess. 
Um… yeah, ‘cause, um I don’t think, I’m not sure that we’re all the same.   
Like, because I think that if we were then we’d all look the same, but we don’t. 
Like, um, yeah, like people are different colours and stuff.   
And it’s obviously, it’s obviously like something different in our genetics.   
To make us that way. 
Um, but I don’t know.  I think it, yeah, I think it’s like something in your blood, 
and just genetics, and you’re born with it. 
(Amber Smith, SG, 19, female, Singaporean Chinese/Anglo Australian) 
 
This narrative fragment directly reinforces a racialized framework, as Amber 
positions herself in a racial view of the world.  Her slight uncertainty highlighted 
her negotiations around this perception, as she built her story from her personal 
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observations and experiences of exclusion.  Her stories of mixedness were then 
grounded against this belief, essentializing “mixed race” as another racialized 
category. 
The idea of race as blood was also found in the New Zealand context, 
with a small number of participants seeing race as encompassing everything from 
ancestry to culture.  Race was most commonly described in the context of 
visibility: race was seen as visible ancestry, the colour of ones’ skin.  It was not 
always linked to culture, personality or experience, potentially reflecting the 
official and academic push to replace concepts of race with that of voluntary 
ethnicity.  The difference between ancestry (as race) and ethnicity (as lived 
experience and culture) was made clear by a number of participants in this 
context.   
Race to me is just the, the superficial façade of someone.   
Ethnicity to me is the way they live their lives, and the values of that particular 
culture.   
(Paul Moretti, NZ, 48, male, Chinese/Italian) 
 
Phenotype and culture were decoupled by Paul, with practical emphasis placed 
on the choices and experiences of the individual.  For many other New Zealand 
participants, race and culture were generally not seen as the same thing, and race 
(and racial classification) was often viewed as having a minimal impact on the 
identities and lives of individuals.  Race and culture did not always have to align, 
and it was the practical aspect of ethnicity and culture that was seen as having the 
greatest impact. 
In both countries, a small number of people viewed race primarily as an 
instrument of power: a way for the state to categorize and organize people, often 
through classification.  From this perspective, race was seen as largely 
constructed, with broad racial categories glossing over the everyday differences 
between and within groups.  One individual in Singapore was particularly 
pointed: 
Race is a means of government to stratify people and to implement policy, ah. 
I mean… there’s no such thing as Chinese, as opposed… there’s no such 
thing… Chinese is a very broad term.  Indian is a very broad term. 
I mean, India, India as a nation itself is an artificial construct.   
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China today is an artificial construct.  It’s a construct because of its own internal 
people ah.   
You have Han Chinese, you have the Uighurs, Muslims, I mean, yeah… the list 
can go on and on, lah. 
And… I mean, so, I mean it’s an artificial… race is an artificial construct given 
by… it’s an issue of power relations, ah.   
That’s what I feel, ah.  And, I subscribe to that argument, ah. 
(Terence Peaks, SG, 26, male, Filipino Chinese/Anglo Australian) 
 
His understanding of race called into question the Singaporean CMIO 
framework, and allowed him to develop his own personal narrative of 
transcendence.  Race was administrative and meaningless in a practical sense in 
his narrative, with other forms of identity taking precedence.  His narrative 
highlights a trend in both countries, where different aspects of identity were 
prioritized over, or even within, ideas of race.  In both Singapore and New 
Zealand, nationality was often offered as an alternative or more important 
identity and sense of belonging at the macro level.  It was in these shifting 
understandings of national identity (inflected by race) that contextual and 
generational differences emerged more sharply.   
 
Citizenship and its discontents 
For all participants, citizenship and national identity were key in their 
descriptions of self.  Both New Zealand and Singapore offered strong, civic 
identities, under which racial identities could be subsumed, but which also were 
linked with racialized beliefs about belonging.  Tied with ideas of a geographical 
home, the nation provided an important space in which participants developed 




 A number of participants in Singapore stressed the importance of a non-
racial Singaporean identity, a way to identify primarily with the nation above any 
racial categories.  An interesting generational shift was noted here.  While the 
oldest participant lamented that Singaporean should be available as a non-racial 
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identity, younger participants described themselves as though it were already 
available.   
Maybe in the next generation or in the future generations  
there will be a time they will say, “I’m a Singaporean,” rather than a…  
Because when you think about it an Indian refers to someone that comes from 
India.  Chinese someone comes from China.   
But when it comes to Singapore, you’re born in Singapore and you’re not a 
Singaporean?   
You know, can’t you be called a Singaporean? 
(David Faulkner, SG, 64, male, Singaporean Chinese/White British) 
 
In my pink IC there’s, the state has called me a Caucasian,  
because my father is Caucasian.   
But in my military IC it calls me European, because… I don’t know why also.   
I guess the way they classify, ah. 
So inherently, at times, I think it doesn’t matter. 
Yeah, I subscribe to the fact that it doesn’t matter who I am racially,  
but it matters who I am, which country I stand for, lah. 
So I’m Singaporean, lah. 
(Terence Peaks, SG, 26, male, Filipino Chinese/Anglo Australian) 
 
This shift in perspective reflected the differences in social context around 
mixedness and belonging, as experienced by the 64-year-old David Faulkner and 
the 26-year-old Terence Peaks.  State narratives around race and antipathy toward 
mixedness were strong during David’s childhood and young adult years.  Terence 
grew up as national identity was increasingly emphasized around race, allowing 
him to transcend racial labels in a personal way.  This difference reinforces 
Siddique’s (1990) claim that younger individuals in Singapore are choosing 
national identity over racialized labels.  As a form of transcendence, this means 
that some individuals, such as Terence, see themselves as national first, over and 
above the CMIO system.  For him, classification was administrative and abstract, 
while his sense of belonging to Singapore was practical and demonstrated in his 
personal identification.  This civic identification as just Singaporean was echoed by 
several of the younger male participants, as they described race as a public 
classification that had little personal meaning.  National identity was perceived as 
a way to belong to the nation, transcending racialized categories. 
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These examples highlight an interesting intertwining between gender, race 
and nationality in the Singaporean context, particularly because of the 
compulsory military service for men when they reach 18 years old.  James Field 
chose to leave Singapore, renouncing his Singaporean citizenship and his military 
service obligation.  However, several others stayed in Singapore and undertook 
their training.  Terence Peaks joined the military professionally, and for him, 
military service cut across divides of race and ethnicity, creating a higher level 
Singaporean identity.  Being Singaporean, as expressed through national duty and 
military service, was a key form of identity for several young men.  “Serving the 
nation” became a way to belong, regardless of race, and provided a way of 
expressing feelings of loyalty.   
And I think it’s because I love Singapore this much, that’s why decided to sign 
on.   
And give up my Australian citizenship.  And… why…  
I mean some people ask, “oh, do you regret?” and I say “no.” 
Uh, ‘cause at the end of the day,  
I think home is a function of where your emotional connections are, and where 
everything is, ah. 
Logically, you may feel that, from a pragmatic side,  
it might be better to be Australian because, oh, the welfare system is there, ah,  
it’s more relaxed pace of life, it’s slower.   
But I think at the end of the day, home is where your family is,  
home is where your friends is, lah.   
And your entire history is in a place called Singapore,  
then your home is naturally Singapore.  Yeah.  
(Terence Peaks, SG, 26, male, Filipino Chinese/Anglo Australian) 
 
His story of joining the military and choosing Singaporean over Australian 
citizenship emphasized the emotional connections that underlay his strong sense 
of national identity, and how national belonging and ideas of home can be 
interrelated.  His sense of home was firmly based in “natural” feelings of national 
belonging, transcending racial categorization. 
For a second participant, national service emphasized the dissonance 
between his personal feelings of belonging, and his exclusion from Singaporean 
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citizenship.  As Singapore does not allow dual citizenship41, participants with 
parents from two different countries are required to choose between the two 
once they reach 21 years old, even after having finished national service.  
The fact that they’re trying to take it away from me,  
it’s like making me really like “ugh”.   
Really, angry.   
But… more disappointed in the fact that it’s probably going to happen. 
Like, I can’t really do anything about it. 
I think so.  Citizenship… 
I have both now, but obviously I’m going to have to give up one.   
But I mean, Singapore’s making me give up one.   
The UK doesn’t really care [laughs]. 
Just so, like what, what, why? 
Yeah.  Yeah.  I think so.   
Citizenship is important,  
for me [laughs]. 
(William Briggs, SG, 21, male, Singaporean Chinese/English) 
 
Having to choose felt like a denial of his identity, after his sense of belonging to 
Singapore was strengthened during his two-year national service period.  
Although he laughed as he talked about his choice, his sense of belonging to the 
nation, developed during national service, was at odds with his exclusion from 
Singaporean citizenship.  Again, citizenship was seen as an important form of 
identity, a way to belong outside of racial categories.  However, this forced choice 
illustrated the limits of transcendence as a practical identity, creating another 
form of singularity into which individuals of mixed descent did not always easily 
fit.  Along with race, national identity involved intimate and complicated 
connections, which singular forms of belonging could not encompass.  This 
sentiment was echoed by a third participant, Andrew.  He felt that wider 
Singaporean society did not provide space for multiplicity, nor for him.   
I think there’s a double frustration,  
because I continue to serve every year, as part of my national service obligation.   
As long as you’re able, you have to serve 40 days a year.   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
41 The 2004 change to Article 122 (Tan 2008), allowing female Singaporeans to pass on 
citizenship by descent to their foreign born children was not relevant to my participants, as most 
of them were born in Singapore, and all of them were born after 2004. 
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And I feel I’ve served, I’ve done a very heavy commitment with the military,  
I’ve completed this until today, and as an officer,  
I serve a lot more than the average Singaporean.   
Yet people continue to mistake me for [a foreigner]…  
I’ve served my time.  And I get a bit passionate, and very angry about this. […] 
Because I feel like I’m a son of the soil.   
I served my national service willingly,  
and yet people continue to treat me like a foreigner.   
I continuously have to justify my identity, or identify myself.   
Each and every day. 
(Andrew Wang-Jones, SG, 36, male, English and German/Eurasian) 
 
After significant service with the military, Andrew felt that his connections to 
Singapore should not be denied.  Yet his sense of being Singaporean was both 
challenged by those who perceived him as “the other” and reinforced by his civic 
obligations to the Singaporean government.  For young men of mixed descent in 
Singapore, narratives of transcendence around national identity and national 
service were common, but such identities were often constrained.  National 
service evoked feelings of both belonging and dislocation, and either way, forced 
a choice regarding national loyalty. 
While Singaporean was a strong form of identity, and a way to transcend 
racial categories, this was not a simple or uncontested form of belonging.  Rather 
than unquestioningly subscribing to a national identity, many participants 
questioned what it meant to be Singaporean.  One woman felt that Singaporean 
was a constraining rather than an enabling form of identification, and chose to 
disassociate herself as much as possible.   
I find myself rebelling a lot in Singapore.   
You know, it’s like, it’s like if I could get,  
if I could get a massive like “fuck you, fucking idiot” like pasted on my body  
so that I could show it to anybody, you know, like… I would. 
Because I just feel like, you’re so closed, they’re so closed minded here.   
And it’s like, oh my god, you can’t possibly do that,  
because you’re not this, this, this. 
You know, and I’m just like – you limit yourself so much.  And you… 
You put people in these boxes that you don’t want to deal with,  
and you know, and why are you doing that? 
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And… therefore… I don’t think I’ll ever, I feel like I won’t ever belong here. 
(Anne McNeil, SG, 27, female, Singaporean Chinese/English) 
 
Anne saw the idea of a civic identity, based strongly on categorization, and its 
associations with an authoritarian form of governance, as limited and closed-
minded.  She separated herself from Singapore in her narrative, describing how 
“they” are, underlining her feelings of not belonging.  She keenly felt the lack of 
acceptance of her mixed background, and described how she sought to break out 
of the Singaporean framework, subverting both national and racial belonging, as 
identities she could not subscribe to.  She sought instead to bring together ideas 
of race and nationality: 
And, you know race shouldn’t just be about the colour of your skin.   
You know, somebody’s race is, it’s the entire community and culture that they 
come from.  And they are you know… and that they are a part of. 
And everybody’s race in Singapore is Singaporean. 
You know, like you come from an entire culture where your entire lives are 
intertwined with other people’s cultures and other people’s beliefs, and you 
know, other people’s religions, and it’s great! 
And there shouldn’t be any kind of like, you’re this, you’re that, you’re the other, 
and that’s it. 
You know, because, because you’re not.   
You come from a world, you come from a country where you are lucky enough 
to be surrounded by everybody of different, you know, ethnicities, and cultures 
and vibrancies…  
and instead of seeing that, you see the colour of their skin. 
(Anne McNeil, SG, 27, female, Singaporean Chinese/British) 
 
Her narrative is particularly subversive, questioning the basis for both racial and 
national belonging, and suggesting that each be a question of experience and 
culture.  She distanced herself from the wider framework, as she saw it, using her 
in-between positioning to step outside of concepts of race, and to challenge and 
change meanings. 
Returning to Andrew, he made a distinction between feeling Singaporean 
and holding Singaporean citizenship, separating the administrative practice of 
citizenship and the felt connection of national identity. 
So I think, I don’t want to be clever, but for me,  
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to live with myself and in order to be, to sleep well at night,  
when people ask me “are you Singaporean?”,  
maybe I come out with a very wise-ass answer.   
I say “no, I’m not Singaporean, but I’m a Singaporean citizen”. 
Because I don’t feel Singaporean, in terms of my, of the nation at large.   
I don’t think I can identify with that.   
But I’m happy to say that I’m a citizen of this country, and I enjoy the privileges 
of being a citizen here.   
(Andrew Wang-Jones, SG, 36, male, English and German/Eurasian) 
 
His reaction to citizenship is closely related to his experiences of national service, 
as compared to his experiences of discrimination and social displacement.  He 
asserted his citizenship on paper, but stressed that being Singaporean was not 
something that he identified with, primarily because he did not feel as though he 
belonged within the racialized structures.  For him, race and racial categories 
remained an important part of Singaporean identity, and as someone who did not 
fit into these categories neatly, he felt rejected and distanced from Singapore as a 
nation.  National identity was not a viable way to transcend racial identity as a 
result, and his efforts at subversion in order to align the public and the private 
left him frustrated.   
The importance of the racialized base for Singaporean identity was 
echoed in the stories of a number of other participants, who explored the 
interplay and conflation of race and nationality.  As in the CMIO framework, 
some participants described being both racially and nationally identified, without 
being able to separate one from the other: they felt unable to be Singaporean 
without also being racialized, reinforcing wider narratives of race.  Racial 
classification and national identity often came through when describing 
exclusion.  A number of people described a sense of dislocation as a result of not 
fitting within strict categorization systems, and not being seen as an authentic 
Singaporean. 
I think identity is a huge issue for me.   
Maybe with, more with some Eurasians and less with others.   
Some people are maybe more comfortable in their own skin.   
It all depends on their Eurasian background. 
I’ve never been identified as a Singaporean, and that’s been an issue for me.   
(Andrew Wang-Jones, SG, 36, male, English and German/Eurasian) 
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Reflecting the pervasiveness of the CMIO framework in defining racial 
Singaporeans, Andrew extended his feelings of exclusion to others of Eurasian 
background.  His strong feelings of belonging, and attempts at transcendence 
were negated by external perceptions.  Another participant highlighted the 
primacy of this four-race framework and narrative of CMIO belonging in 
detailing her and her husband’s mixed backgrounds.   
I think it will be quite interesting.   
Because actually my husband is also somewhat mixed, but he is Malay and 
North Indian.  Yeah, I used to joke that ok,  
we have Chinese, we have Caucasian, and then Malay and Indian,  
so our kids will be like true blue Singaporeans. 
Like, can’t get more Singaporean. [laughs]  
(Safiyah Matthews, SG, 28, female, Singaporean Chinese/New Zealand European) 
 
Brought together in the identities of their future children, their ancestry would 
encompass all four CMIO groups, creating an interesting paradox: a 
reinforcement and the epitome of Singaporean-ness as a mix of all four races, but 
at the same time a subversion of the separate but equal framework, in which each 
race is distinct from the others.   
Race and nationality were often difficult to separate in participants’ 
descriptions of their identifications and the identifications of their parents.  Most 
participants specified Chinese Singaporean or Singaporean Chinese, identifying as 
a racial Singaporean.  A small number used just Singaporean when referring to 
ancestral or racial identifications, equating Singaporean with Singaporean 
Chinese.  For Amber, race was particularly important in her stories of belonging, 
but when describing herself, she used national terms of belonging: Australian for 
her father’s family and Singaporean for her mother’s.  For her, her Chinese side 
was intertwined with her mother’s identity as Singaporean, linking race and 
nation in her personal narrative and reinforcing narratives of race.  She went on 
to elaborate how she tried to balance her acknowledgement of national identity, 
to include both sides of her heritage. 
I feel like if I say Singapore, then they’ll know that I’m like Asian,  
like mixed Asian or whatever…  
but then I feel like sort of bad after I say it, because,  
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I feel like sort of I’m denying my “Australian-ism” or whatever. 
And, well because, like it kind of feels like a lie in a way, ‘cause I’m not,  
I don’t know if I could call myself Singaporean.   
Like I do have like a Singaporean passport and like nationality and everything,  
but even, when I went on to Singapore on holiday like I used my Australian 
passport. 
So, I don’t know […] 
I guess like, I don’t know, it depends if I call myself Australian or Singaporean,  
and I’ve never really embraced either. 
 (Amber Smith, SG, 19, female, Singaporean Chinese/Anglo Australian) 
 
Nationality was strongly connected to race and heritage, as she emphasized her 
Asian heritage through identification with Singapore.  This also contributed to 
her feeling out of place in Australia, as Australian became equated with European 
or “white” culture, excluding mixed heritages and identities.  Her feelings of 
belonging, or not belonging, were further complicated through her passports, 
which she described as symbols of belonging, as she had not yet had to choose 
between them.  Thus, national identity in Singapore and narratives of national 
belonging encompassed issues of race, experience, gender and generation.  
Nationality could be understood as a wider form of non-racial belonging for 
some participants, as seen in narratives of transcendence, but also as an 
exclusionary form of identity based along ancestral and racial lines, drawing clear 
lines as to who does and does not belong. 
Being a New Zealander 
 For participants in New Zealand, race and nation were equally 
intertwined, but in different ways.  Over half of participants described themselves 
as New Zealanders first, portraying a civic identity that encompassed a multitude 
of ethnic, cultural and racial identifications.  Being a New Zealander was 
understood as a different form of identity, a non-racial transcendence in a 
context where race was less important, although still pertinent.  For one woman, 
Pamela McLane, her narrative was entirely based around transcendence, as race 
was not something which she thought about in her day to day life, preferring to 
identify herself only as Kiwi.  A second participant spoke more of 
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accommodation, and illustrated the conflations and confusions between race, 
ethnicity and nationality. 
So nationality is the nation state that you belong to, so I’d be a New Zealander.   
Race and ethnicity, I get confused.   
I think ethnicity is something to do with your blood.  Is that right? 
Well, I guess to me, ethnicity would be more what’s your bloodline, and race 
would be more cultural, but I really don’t know [laughs]. 
But there’s definitely a difference between the bloodline and the culture, and the 
nationality, you know, which country you think you belong to.   
Even though culturally, you’re not necessarily aligned with that country,  
but I think you can live in a country and see it as home  
but still be culturally something else. 
(Alexis Conrad, NZ, 33, female, Chinese New Zealander/New Zealand European) 
 
For her, race and ethnicity meant culture and blood (in an interesting reversal of 
common understandings), and nationality provided the vessel in which these 
other identities can be kept.  She accommodated the reality of race and ideas of 
belonging, while separating what it meant to be at home and to belong 
somewhere.  In her narrative, nationality could act as an overarching identity that 
aligned better with cultural belonging for some than for others.   
For another participant, her sense of belonging to New Zealand was 
tempered by the reality of racial hierarchies, and how she viewed (and was viewed 
by) the dominant Pakeha group in society.   
Um… definitely [I belong] in New Zealand. 
Um… oh when I’ve traveled other places in the world, definitely don’t feel like I 
belong there.   
Even if it was China, or… anything, anywhere else, no. 
And… but, at the same, I guess, I mean, it’s ok in New Zealand  
‘cause there’s so many different cultures here, that a lot of people do fit in, 
because we are very multicultural.   
But at the same time, I think the dominant race will always be European New 
Zealanders. 
So… I don’t think I entirely fit in, no. 
And I don’t, yeah I don’t really think that anyone…  
well, yeah, I don’t really think that anyone, unless you’re white in New Zealand, 
fits in completely.   
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‘Cause that was, that’s like the dominant race here, I feel.  Yeah. 
(Jenny Griffiths, NZ, 25, female, Pakeha New Zealander/Chinese New Zealander) 
 
Jenny’s story highlighted uncertainty around questions of belonging and fitting in, 
with marked hesitations and negative statements.  She made a distinction 
between where she felt she belonged, and how she thought she fit in, as a New 
Zealander.  For her, New Zealand identity had a definite racial dimension, and 
was not available as way to transcend racial categories entirely.  Whiteness 
trumped a civic form of identity, leaving her excluded from what she perceived as 
New Zealand identity.  Her narrative illustrated the limits to civic transcendence, 
as she found herself dislocated by both racial and national belonging.   
Several other participants elaborated on this interplay between race and 
nationality, but more in terms of accommodating difference within nationality. 
I see myself as a New Zealander, with Chinese and Italian heritage. 
I don’t see myself as a Chinese New Zealander, or an Italian New Zealander, I 
see it the other way around. 
I think about Italy and I think about China, but I really don’t see myself as either 
one. 
I used to think for many years “I need to be more Chinese” or “I need to be 
more Italian”.  And I need to immerse myself even more…  
But I’ve come to the conclusion now that that’s actually the wrong thing.   
Because I’m actually neither.   
I’m actually a New Zealander, whatever that kind of means. 
(Paul Moretti, NZ, 48, male, Chinese/Italian) 
 
Paul used his identity as a New Zealander to encompass and transcend the 
multiple aspects of his heritage.  At the same time, he allowed for uncertainty in 
this identity, by describing the broader label of New Zealander as “whatever that 
kind of means”.  The label then became a flexible and open identifier, into which 
he could mix all aspects of his identities.  Another participant made a distinction 
between heritage and national identity, emphasizing the importance of a civic 
identification, while acknowledging the reality of race and physical differences in 
New Zealand society. 
I would describe myself as a Kiwi and…  
and ah, a Kiwi.  With Chinese heritage.   
And a person that likes, likes culture.  Someone that…  
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like I like to travel for that reason, I like to see cultures and things like that.   
Yeah.  I don’t really know where to go with it… 
Um… [pause] 
But definitely as Kiwi.  I don’t really see myself being Chinese.   
That’s not a word that I would really associate with myself.   
Unless… but I’m obviously more Chinese than,  
than other people that are just, you know, New Zealand European.  Yeah. 
(Joel Andrews, NZ, 24, male, Chinese New Zealander/Pakeha New Zealander) 
 
This narrative illustrates both transcendence and accommodation, as he stressed 
his connections as a Kiwi, but acknowledged that his Chinese heritage marked 
him as different, regardless of the strength of his identifications.  Joel 
experienced a public/private dissonance in his identifications, something that 
another participant, Nathan, sought to avoid.  Nathan further complicated 
understandings of nationality with dual American/New Zealand citizenship.  
Well, first and foremost, I’m a Kiwi.  A New Zealander. 
Don’t see myself as ah… all that American.   
Even though I hold a passport, still I don’t… I probably view Americans the 
same as any Kiwi does, you know. 
In terms of Chinese, yeah, belonging to China – no, I don’t, I don’t identify with 
China too much.   
Because we get a lot of negative press over here about China, um you know, 
human rights issues and stuff like that.  Yeah.   
Even though I share some genetic link years ago. 
How do I feel?  Yeah…   
What was the original question?  Where do I belong? 
I think, I think as a New Zealand Kiwi really, more European if anything.   
I, we do have Chinese here, a lot of them.   
And you’ll notice the fresh ones stick to themselves, so they don’t mix.  I don’t 
identify with being one of them.   
Um, their next generation will definitely mix, will be quite Kiwi.   
I think they call them bananas, yeah yellow on the outside, white on the inside. 
Um, but because we come from America, maybe I also don’t, yeah, I also 
don’t…  
oh mind you though, I do have a friend who’s Chinese  
and we have, we have quips to each other over facebook, and that’s purely 
because we are Chinese, I mean. 
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So I guess yeah, in some regard we do have a bit of a bond there.   
Yeah, and if I meet a half Chineser, I’ll mention it, and have a bit of a joke about 
it.  
(Nathan Fleming, NZ, 39, male, American Chinese/Pakeha New Zealander) 
 
He viewed national identification with the US as administrative and symbolically 
unimportant, much on the same level as his national/ethnic identifications with 
China.  New Zealand national identity was primary for him, over and above racial 
identifications.  He linked his citizenship with his experiences of growing up and 
feelings of belonging to the nation, as opposed to his lack of connection with the 
US.  The Chinese were very much “the other” for him, seen in terms of the 
Chinese state and immigration, and he distanced himself from the newer Chinese 
immigrants in New Zealand by asserting his Kiwi identity and the authenticity of 
his belonging.  His affinity for being “European” aligned with his identifications 
as Kiwi, together with his discussion of “bananas”, and reinforced wider 
narratives of racial belonging.  Yet at the same time, he felt some commonality 
with his friends of Chinese descent, and more particularly, people who are half 
Chinese:  “half-Chineser”, a way of reconciling difference within New Zealand 
identity. 
Similarly, other participants stressed the importance of their upbringing 
and childhood experiences in New Zealand, factors that made them identify 
strongly with the country.  Participants also noted that their feelings of belonging 
differed from their parents, given their experiences growing up.  Two 
participants, Katie Murray and Paul Moretti, who each had two migrant parents, 
highlighted that they felt a sense of ownership in New Zealand, as compared to 
their parents who had experienced feelings of dislocation. 
New Zealand identity thus seemed flexible for most participants, a way to 
bring together various strands within an identity based around experience and 
culture.  Several participants used New Zealander as a broad signifier, which 
could be altered to include differences in ancestry and race/ethnicity, or seen as a 
continuum of authentic “Kiwiness”.  As described by two participants: 
I’d probably say Kiwi with like a little bit of difference. 
(Angelina Ng, NZ, 19, female, Pakeha New Zealander/Chinese New Zealander) 
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But I still consider myself Kiwi,  
but not maybe as Kiwi as some people might think of themselves. 
But I can’t really say, you know, I’m Singaporean ‘cause I didn’t grow up there,  
and I don’t know as much and all that…  
so I guess maybe Kiwi with a dashing of other stuff [laughs]. 
(Pamela McLane, NZ, 20, female, Singaporean Chinese/Pakeha, Fijian and Japanese) 
 
These narratives highlight both the perceived flexibility of being Kiwi, and how 
belonging in New Zealand is inflected by race, yet allows some room to 
manouevre.  National identity in New Zealand was related to conceptions of 
race, ancestry and belonging, and belonging as a Kiwi provided both freedoms 
and constraints.  National belonging was often reflected in narratives of 
transcendence or even accommodation.  Such narratives allowed space for 
individuals of mixed heritage to re-define categories and stretch boundaries, 
perhaps reflecting the flexible categorizations of ethnicity rather than race within 
the state framework. 
 
Classification, national identity and belonging 
As the above narratives show, the personal and the political were 
intricately involved in both Singapore and New Zealand.  Individuals of mixed 
descent located themselves in national frameworks of classification, and national 
identity provided a strong potential sense of belonging in both cases.  However, 
the embeddedness of the four-race framework meant that being Singaporean had 
strong racial connotations.  Narratives highlighted the possibility for 
transcendence, but also its limitations, while individuals discussed subversive and 
accommodating tactics in the face of public/private dissonance.  Race influenced 
national identity in New Zealand, but greater flexibility appeared to allow for 
more space to negotiate being Kiwi as a non-racial form of identity.  
Transcendence was then more feasible, and accommodation required less of a 
shift between the public and the private in order to align identities. 
In both contexts, national identity was often something that participants 
were required to defend.  Public and private dissonances were made very explicit 
in the question “where are you from?”.  A common finding in qualitative studies 
of “mixed race”, this question highlights how difference and potential ambiguity 
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are emphasized through questions of belonging and identity.  Paragg describes 
this questioning as an external gaze that “others” (2011:143), positioning 
individuals of mixed heritage as outsiders, who need to legitimize their feelings of 
belonging to the (racialized) nation (see Cheryan and Monin 2005; Mahtani 
2002b; Root 1998; Song 2003). 
 Participants in both countries discussed being asked this question in 
various guises, being asked directly about race, or in a more roundabout way, 
asking about background, heritage, language or parents.  Several of the 
Singaporean participants who had lived overseas mentioned that they 
encountered this kind of questioning much more frequently in Singapore, as their 
backgrounds transgressed the familiar race/language/culture framework.  Men 
and women narrated the different ways in which people tried to position them 
along familiar racial lines, guessing their backgrounds based on their appearance 
or accent.  The wide variety of these guesses highlighted how ambiguous 
appearance or accent confounded expectations about racial characteristics: some 
suggestions included Spanish, Brazilian, Scottish, Polynesian, Filipino, Maori or 
Korean.   
 Participants responded to these questions in very different ways.  As seen 
in previous research, individuals used a number of strategies to cope with 
questions that they often felt were intrusive, unnecessary, alienating, or even just 
wearying.  Strategies included forms of accommodation, such as giving a short 
summary of their background; transcendence, such as asserting uncomplicated 
national (or another non-racial) belonging; or subversion, such as using humour 
to deflect the question, answering in excessive detail, or deliberately 
misunderstanding the question to confuse the questioner (see Butler-Sweet 2011; 
Paragg 2011). 
In Singapore, Andrew suggested that he could assert his sense of 
belonging by showing his Singaporean Identity Card to people that he met, while 
Hannah avoided the question by asserting her feelings of being a global citizen.  
She also suggested humourous ways of pre-empting the question: 
But the one thing that people always do, is they ask you what mix you are, 
where are you from. 
All the time.  All the time! 
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I tell them what it is.  But I always felt tempted to wear a t-shirt that says Welsh-
Chinese, and then explain to them where Wales, Wales is, because nobody 
knows. 
Then I would, I would tell them.  I thought a faster way was to do it via 
facebook [laughs]. 
And then I can understand the draw, because every time you see someone 
mixed, you want to know as well.   
What’s their mix?  You know, Portuguese, Italian, what?  What?  
(Hannah Alley, SG, 33, female, Singaporean Chinese/Welsh) 
 
In New Zealand, one woman was often perceived as Maori, and she 
played on this ambiguity by being particularly involved in Maori activities at 
school.   
I mean like I’ve been really used to people asking me where I’m from.  Like… 
forever. 
‘Cause people can’t tell, you know, being half/half and then having freckles and 
you know, just… people like just haven’t got a clue, most of the time. 
Like I got away with being the leader of the Kapa Haka [Maori performing arts] 
groups at school [laughs].   
And people were like “oh, what tribe are you from?” and like “um… I haven’t 
got any Maori…” 
And no, no, and sometimes I’d go “oh, I’m half Chinese” because I, you know, 
assumed that they’d guess the other half.   
But “oh, half Chinese and half Maori?”… “no…” [laughs] “half Chinese and 
half Pakeha”, they’re like “oh ok…” 
(Jasmine Orana, NZ, 25, female, Singaporean Chinese/Pakeha New Zealander) 
 
For Jasmine, being “difficult to place” allowed her to participate in different 
groups, and underlined her sense of belonging to New Zealand through being 
mistaken as indigenous.  Her answer to the question “where are you from?” 
often confounded the questioner, as she subverted expectations by culturally 
identifying with a group outside of her heritage. 
In both countries, individuals experienced these questions in different 
ways, with some brushing them off, or even enjoying the shock value of their 
answers, and a small number being deeply affected by the continual questioning 
of their right to belong.  For those who answered questions at face value, 
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providing nationality rather than ethnic background for example, a follow up 
question was often asked: “where are you really from?”.  People found this 
question particularly offensive, implying that they belonged somewhere else, and 
excluding them from being “real” Singaporeans or New Zealanders because of 
racialized assumptions.  One woman described how she used to deliberately 
misunderstand these questions, confronting the questioner with the fact of her 
belonging: 
I would always get ask where I was from.  And I used get quite facetious, I used 
to say things like “Oh, I’m from Wellington”.   
And they’d be like “no, where are you from?”   
“Oh, do you mean like where I was born?  Oh, I was born in Upper Hutt.”   
And they’d just get really frustrated, like “Oh, where are your genes from?” and 
I’d just say, “Oh, they’re Lee jeans”.  Or just… 
Oh, I used to get angry about it, and now I don’t get angry about it ‘cause I just 
realized that people are just curious, and I’d just answer them.  When I was 
[laughs] it used to be so difficult, yeah… 
And I think I still resent the question “where are you from?” because it’s kind of 
like, it’s like accusing like you should be from somewhere else.   
And it’s like “I’m from this place.  I have no problem with that [laughs].   
I don’t know what your problem is.”  
(Nadine Moore, NZ, 34, female, Pakeha New Zealander/Malaysian Chinese) 
 
Whilst having some sympathy for this type of curiosity, she asserted that it 
remained profoundly dislocating for her as a New Zealander.  Her attitude turned 
the question back around to the questioner in a form of subversion, suggesting 
that belonging in New Zealand could mean many different things, and it is the 
questioner who has misunderstood.   
 
Conclusion 
The relationship between classification, nationality and racial/ethnic 
forms of belonging was complex in both Singapore and New Zealand.  
Differential processes of racial formation resulted in macro narratives that both 
constrained and enabled personal stories of mixedness around transcendence, 
accommodation and reinforcement.  Unsurprisingly, in both countries, the depth 
and power of history was brought out in individual narratives, as participants 
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constructed their identities within a national story shaped by colonial and post-
colonial processes of social, political, and economic organization. 
Classification along racial lines, past and present, affected participants in 
both countries, but influenced narratives more strongly in Singapore as a result of 
practical impacts.  Race and racial categorization remained real and everyday, 
shaping the ways in which individuals identified themselves and reinforced 
narratives within and around these categories (see Song 2010a:266).  The strength 
and established nature of racial classification in Singapore came through strongly 
in individual stories, reflecting the personal within the political.  Participants were 
very aware of race and acceptable racial categories, as well as how these 
categories combined to structure the narrative of the nation.  Such stories were 
reflected in how individuals spoke of blood, racial traits and belonging (or not 
belonging) to a racial group, highlighting a strong thread of racialization and 
reinforcement in the Singaporean context.  While Singaporean participants were 
very conscious of racial labeling and the practical consequences and constraints 
of this, they were also very aware of the ways in which they, and many others, did 
not fit easily into categories.  Racial singularity was not seen as particularly 
accurate in describing everyday identities, and one-fifth of participants felt that 
such singular classification should be abolished altogether.  Race was understood 
as a way to belong in the Singaporean context, but also as a way of dividing the 
population along arbitrary lines, seen in stories of reinforcement and subversion. 
Race was seen as less present in New Zealand, with participants being 
less conscious of state classifications of race and ethnicity.  Official classifications 
based around voluntary ethnicity allowed individuals to adjust categories to their 
own backgrounds.  This meant that for the majority of participants, such fluid 
classification was seen as potentially officially useful, and easier to accommodate.  
A key difference with the Singaporean context was the lack of state-sanctioned 
material consequences of classification in New Zealand, as racial and ethnic 
categories were understood as more personal, social and interactional, rather than 
top-down and singular.  Despite this, a racialized past continued to echo in 
contemporary New Zealand narratives, as participants discussed whiteness as 
normality, and the ways in which their ancestral differences marked them as 
abnormal as a result. 
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Interestingly, racialized discourses came through particularly strongly in 
Singapore when looking at the relationships between race and heritage.  The 
framework of being located as a racialized Singaporean meant that participants 
spoke of positioning themselves within racial groups, and mixedness as related to 
blood and ancestry, as well as culture.  Non-singular options such as “Other” and 
Eurasian were often seen as unsatisfactory ways to acknowledge mixedness 
within this framework:  Eurasian was seen as very specific and even re-racialized 
in its hybridity, while “Other” was sometimes perceived as non-human through 
being non-racial.  In New Zealand, race was more associated with visibility, with 
visible minorities being racialized within a wider framework of ethnic belonging.  
Understandings of race, ethnicity and culture were often separated in the New 
Zealand context, with participants describing these identifications as not 
necessarily linked in predictable ways.  For the Singaporean participants, this 
break was more difficult to make in the public domain, against expectations of a 
seamless alignment of race, culture, language and tradition.  Drawing on colonial 
histories of classification, race was inseparable from notions of power in both 
contexts, and linked to concepts of normality in either country.  In Singapore, a 
singular race was seen as normal, and mixedness transgressed this framework.  In 
New Zealand, whiteness was unproblematic and normal, with ethnic/racial forms 
of difference (mixed or not) representing the transgression. 
National identity offered an alternative (or transcendent), but often 
racialized, form of identity for participants, reflected in narratives of inclusion 
and exclusion, and in attitudes towards external questioning.  Questions of 
national belonging as related to race highlighted key differences between the two 
countries.  A national Singaporean identity was perceived as both racialized and 
non-racial, with evidence of generational change.  Singaporean as a non-racial 
identity was more practical for younger participants, several of whom saw 
themselves as Singaporean first, racial second.  The majority of participants 
located their connections to Singapore within a wider racialized framework, 
exploring the limits of transcendence as they experienced exclusion and 
disconnection by not identifying as a singularly racialized Singaporean.  Racial 
hierarchies were also evident in narratives, as participants often conflated 
Singaporean and Singaporean Chinese, with other groups seen as less 
Singaporean, or not authentically Singaporean at all.  This was resolved by some 
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participants in separating civic identity from feelings of belonging, and 
accommodating a public/private dissonance by allowing oneself to be 
administratively Singaporean, without identifying with wider national narratives.  
For others, this dissonance illustrated contrasts in how they identified 
themselves, how they were identified by others and how they were classified by 
the state, particularly when looking at national service and the intersections of 
race, gender and nationality.  As a result, a number of Singaporean participants 
described how their backgrounds meant that they did not fit anywhere, set 
outside of the race/nationality framework. 
In contrast, a non-racial, transcendent New Zealand identity seemed 
more of a lived reality for participants, with over half talking about themselves as 
New Zealanders first.  This did not mean that race was unimportant for national 
identity, and the strength of whiteness and legacies of racialized hierarchies also 
came through strongly, as individuals spoke of European culture and appearance 
as just being normal.  Despite this background of racialization, being a New 
Zealander did appear to be flexible for many people, as a civic identity which was 
able to stretch to include differences in heritage, culture and ethnicity.  The 
strength of such an identity also illustrated generational change, as participants 
described how they felt strongly connected to the country, as opposed to their 
migrant parents who felt excluded from narratives of national belonging.  
Illustrating a possible impact of minimal classification and redefinition of 
ethnicity as voluntary, participants’ descriptions of Kiwiness were often shifting 
and open: although structural constraints certainly existed in day to day life, many 
individuals were able to reconcile public and private forms of identity within a 
less constricting framework. 
In both countries, individuals stressed the public/private dissonances of 
identity and identification as they told stories of accommodation, looking at how 
external perceptions shaped personal understandings of self and belonging.  
Questions such as “where are you from?” highlighted disconnects from wider 
narratives of race and national belonging.  Such dissonances were experienced in 
Singapore and in New Zealand, with a greater focus on the state aspect of public 
identifications in Singapore, given the pervasiveness of state classification in this 
context.  In New Zealand, public identifications could also diverge from personal 
feelings of connection, relating more to wider social groups and the 
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accompanying narratives of what it meant to be a New Zealander.  Interestingly, 
as in recent British studies, such public/private dissonances were not always 
experienced and internalized in the same way (Song and Aspinall 2012), often 
related to previous experiences of discrimination and wider family attitudes to 
mixedness and identity.  Some participants felt profoundly misrecognized and 
dislocated, whereas others were indifferent or even positive about the ambiguity 
and flexibility in the perceptions of others. 
In both contexts, then, personal narratives of mixedness and difference 
stood outside of national narratives of race, belonging and national identity.  
National stories formed the narrative space within which micro stories of 
belonging and dislocation emerged, through strategies of subversion, 
accommodation, transcendence and reinforcement.  Participants’ stories 
highlighted how racial classification, no matter how fluid, could not easily 
account for cultural influences and life experience, locating mixed identities as 
counter narratives in both Singapore and New Zealand (see Ip 2008; LeFlore-
Muñoz 2010:133).  Race and heritage were complicated by individual stories 
juxtaposed against national histories, as individuals both adopted and questioned 
official categories.  The limitations of governmental racialization came to the fore 
particularly in the stories of Singaporean participants.  Individual perceptions of 
macro level processes and identities then provided the backdrop against which 
participants experienced more personal constructions of being Chinese, 
European and mixed, as detailed in the next chapter. 
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Chapter Six: Being and Belonging 
 
Intermezzo: Learning who to be and where to belong 
Personal narratives of identification and belonging were shaped by the 
wider context in which individuals found themselves.  Linking the micro level of 
identity and macro level of social structure is analytically difficult, but can be 
illuminated through an exploration of structures and experiences at the meso 
level.  Previous research has connected individual identity choices with a variety 
of meso level factors, including family context, generation, socioeconomic status, 
religious affiliation, educational experiences and community group membership 
(Khanna 2004; Tyler 2005; Waters 1990).   
A focus on group-level experiences and contexts for mixedness sheds 
light on the interconnections between various forms of identity, identification 
and categorization.  However, this focus provides a broad framework, rather than 
a pattern of causal links, as an overly narrow emphasis on the in-between can 
dismiss the power of wider social structure and the personal reality of lived 
experience (Bandyopadhyay 2010:12).  Importantly, individual stories are 
influenced by and told around social groups and contexts, bringing together 
macro narratives of state racial formation with meso narratives of community 
belonging.  The meso level acts as a bridge, an intermezzo, between the two 
levels of analysis, connecting wider, impersonal narratives of state structure, with 
the intimate and half-hidden stories that individuals tell themselves in order to 
make sense of the world. 
Locating the self in the family 
 Family was particularly important in participants’ narratives, in both 
countries.  Parents play a key role in shaping how children view their identities 
and the cultural backgrounds of the family (Childs 2002): teaching children 
“…who ‘we’ are and who ‘they’ are and how ‘we’ and ‘they’ ought to relate” 
(Murad 2005:480).  The family is an important site of socialization, with family 
narratives shaping personal stories, and being shaped by the wider narratives in 
which they are located.  Families serve to both reproduce and contest dominant 
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narratives of race, sometimes reinscribing categories through intimate actions of 
reinforcement, and sometimes challenging dominant hierarchies by transcending 
race as an identification (Twine 2010b; Tyler 2005).  Participants illustrated how 
the family provided a microcosm for identity negotiations, as a racially 
incongruous unit which had to contend with the constraints and contradictions 
of macro narratives of race.  Drawing on this, a number of important differences 
emerged in participants’ stories, encompassing issues of race, gender, and socio-
economic status across contexts. 
 Family meant different things to different participants.  Some families 
were large, some small, and many illustrated the complexity of kinship through 
the roles of extended family, adoption, divorce, and remarriage.  Understandings 
of race and “mixed race” within families were equally diverse.  The roles of both 
parents proved important to participants, with gendered parenting roles emerging 
as influential, but in different ways (see also Katz 1996; Twine 2010a; Young 
2009).  Looking at family composition from the survey, for the Singaporean 
group, many more mothers were of Chinese descent and fathers of European 
descent than vice versa.  For the New Zealand sample, the gender/ethnicity ratio 
was more even, with roughly the same numbers of Chinese mothers and 
European fathers, and European fathers and Chinese mothers42.  From the 
interviews, more detail about gendered roles of parents came to the fore. 
Participants frequently set the scene for talking about family by providing 
a background as to how their parents met.  In Singapore, a pattern emerged, 
illustrating the ways in which gender roles, occupations, race and socio-economic 
status intersected.  European fathers often met mothers through work, with a 
significant status difference between the positions of the parents.  Not all 
participants described the same experience, however.  A small number in 
Singapore and the majority of New Zealanders described how their parents met 
through their occupations or shared interests, but stressed the equality between 
them.  This countered the stereotype of submissive Asian women and dominant 
European men, particularly when the gender combinations were reversed, for 
participants with a Chinese father and European mother.  This deliberate 
outlining of equality highlighted the commonalities of parents across cultures, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 See discussions of family mixedness and research classifications on page 116. 
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creating a family story which focused on similarity rather than difference (see also 
Rocha 2010). 
The background to the marriage illustrated the social context in which 
these relationships developed, and showed the changing attitudes to mixed 
marriages over time in both contexts.  While some extended families welcomed 
the idea of a culturally mixed relationship, family opposition to the relationship 
proved to be common in both countries.  For both sides of the family, mixed 
marriages were particularly threatening, as unknown quantities and historically 
stigmatized boundary crossings.  In Singapore, the families of some Chinese sons 
and daughters often had fairly extreme reactions to the impending marriage, to 
the point where family members would be disowned for disloyalty.  One woman 
described the reaction of her Chinese grandfather:  
Um, they got married in 1980.   
And at that time I think it was still very odd, still very not done, to be married.   
So my mother’s father saw it as, ah, losing face.   
To marry a, a Caucasian man, who was older and had been married once before.   
So he did not approve of the marriage.   
So the first time that my um, that my dad went to go and visit, like to pay 
respects to the father, he was chased out with a chopping knife.  Yeah.   
So, um, he never went back to see my, my grandfather.   
Um, we, my mother ended up eloping to England, got married in England, and 
then they came back.   
But my grandfather made it very clear that if she was to get married, then he 
wanted nothing more to do with us.  So, that was it really. 
Um, he’s now passed away, so I don’t have…  
and um, since then my grandmother has said it was very silly and, you know,  
at that time he was a Chinese man, and you know, he, it, face was very 
important.  
(Katrina Henry, SG, 27, female, Singaporean Chinese/English) 
 
This narrative made clear the strength of the boundaries crossed by her parents.  
Her grandfather saw their relationship as shameful, causing him to “lose face”, a 
particularly Asian sentiment, which may not have been easily understandable to 
her English father.  The importance of “face” is highlighted by the grandfather’s 
strong reaction, chasing her father out of the house with a knife, effectively 
severing ties with his daughter with the same action.  His reaction was then in 
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keeping with ideas of lineage and ancestral notions of what it means to be 
Chinese, as marrying outside the cultural group threatened his understanding of 
“Chineseness” as descent (see Dikotter 1996, 1997:32).  
New Zealand provided a similarly hostile context for intermarriage, 
invoking parallel ideas of race, blood and purity on both sides.  Against a 
background of anti-Asian sentiment and historical condescension for “half-
castes”, mixed marriages were unusual and viewed with suspicion by both the 
immigrant Chinese families and the New Zealand European families.  Despite 
this, several participants described cultural boundary crossings which facilitated 
family relations, particularly when it came to language.  
On mum’s side, um, you know I think at first my grandparents were probably a 
bit dubious about dad. 
But because he spoke Chinese and you know,  
he’s a very just sort of nice, solid man, and they saw that, and they knew that 
you know, he would be good for mum, so um…  
And to be honest, maybe there was more resistance, but they didn’t really tell 
me.   
But I was sure that it was, ‘cause it was something totally new to them.  
No one in the family had ever married, had ever had a cross-racial marriage, 
so… um… 
But I think the fact that he spoke Chinese was a big thing,  
and you know, he had an understanding of Chinese culture as well. 
(Melanie Townsend, NZ, 30, female, Taiwan Chinese/Pakeha New Zealander) 
 
This narrative illustrated the overlaps between culture, language and belonging 
within and between families. Melanie’s father seemed less foreign to her mother’s 
family, and potentially less threatening, due to his linguistic ability.  Language 
provided a commonality against a background of difference, allowing for 
flexibility on both sides.   
Interestingly, participants highlighted opposition from their Chinese 
families, more than from their European families.  This was contrary to my initial 
expectations, as given New Zealand’s history with anti-Asian sentiment and 
policies, it seemed more likely that the European family would veto the 
relationship.  From the experiences of the interviewees, the families from the 
dominant European group may have experienced trepidation, but this was either 
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expressed less obviously or not seen by participants as an important part of their 
stories.  One woman shared my surprise:  
I’ve asked my mum about this quite a few times,  
‘cause I always imagine that my, my white grandfather would have been like 
“no”, but…  
Um especially ‘cause they grew up in a time in New Zealand where…  
Um, like just, I did history, I do history and stuff at uni  
and just learning about like Asian immigration, like just the propaganda and 
posters surrounding that…  
and like, I mean, you see posters with like white girls, and it’s like, do you, you 
don’t want your white girl marrying this like oriental, yeah. 
So, yeah, even coming, I guess those sort of posters would have been around 
when my grandparents were younger,  
but um, my grandfather was totally accepting of my dad, which is really cool.   
And yeah, like, liked him more than some of my mum’s previous like white 
boyfriends. 
Um, but on my dad’s side, I think like they’d already lined up like a girl that they 
quite wanted my father to marry.   
And so I don’t think they really understood that.   
But… now it’s fine.   
And I mean… ‘cause my grandma on my dad’s side, my Chinese grandma, she 
lives in New Zealand and she can only speak Cantonese.   
So she’s lived here for about, like 60 years maybe, but she still doesn’t really 
speak English. 
But my mum’s time in Hong Kong meant that she learned Chinese, so now 
they’re able to communicate,  
so I think my grandma quite likes her now, because of that [laughs]. 
(Angelina Ng, NZ, 19, female, Pakeha New Zealander/Chinese New Zealander) 
 
She highlighted the differences in family acceptance, again using language as a 
way to cross boundaries.  Her story worked to place the reactions of her 
grandparents in context, as she sought to understand their reactions as influenced 
by social context and culture.  Overall, while the New Zealand participants 
described instances of opposition, such opposition often seemed to abate over 
time for both sides of the family.  This was in contrast to some of the 
Singaporean stories, where family disapproval lasted until the parent died.  This 
emphasizes the twin strength and permeability of racialized boundaries in both 
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countries, as personal relationships were shaped by histories of race and 
belonging.   
 Relationships with extended family featured in participants’ narratives in 
each country, describing closeness and connectedness, as well as isolation and 
disconnection, both emotional and geographical.  As many participants were the 
children of at least one immigrant, extended family was not always easily 
accessible for both sides of the family.  In Singapore, the European side of the 
family was usually not seen as frequently as the local Singaporean Chinese side, 
resulting in a discrepancy in closeness.  Conversely, some participants lived with, 
or very close to, their extended families in Singapore, and described how this 
interaction was an important part of their everyday lives and cultural 
backgrounds.  In New Zealand, extended family interaction followed a similar 
pattern, with participants often being closer to one side.  This influenced the 
feelings of closeness to culture that many participants described, sometimes 
reflected in linguistic ability (see more detailed discussions of language from page 
183). 
When exploring childhood memories and experiences, the intersections 
between ancestry, culture and family were prominent.  While the majority of 
participants in both countries were born and/or raised in two parent, biological 
families, a small number had to reconcile experiences of adoption and blended 
families.  Two of the Singaporean participants had parents who were adopted 
into families that were culturally different to their birth families.  As a result, 
these parents were raised within another culture, adopting the traditions, language 
and religion, despite being ethnically identified as Chinese.  One of the 
participants, Safiyah, saw her mother’s adopted culture as her own, practicing 
Islam and feeling at ease in the Malay community of her mother’s adopted family.  
The other reacted very differently, saying: 
I’m very aware of the fact that on my mother’s side, it’s the adopted family right, 
so they’re not blood related.   
And to that extent, I’m unsentimental.   
I’m really a person, I mean I’ve done personality tests and all that,  
and I’m really somebody that’s more logic than emotion,  
and quite unsentimental in the sense that I see things as they are,  
and on my mother’s side, I grew up with what you would call cousins and aunts 
and uncles that I knew were not blood related.   
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And whose values I shared very little of, actually.   
Um, I tended more to question their beliefs and their, their way of thinking, 
more than anything else.   
On my father’s side, I would say that I felt more comfortable,  
but maybe it’s a biased perception because I know that they are blood related.  I 
know that I wanted to identify with them.   
I mean, I chose to identify with the Portuguese side,  
being Eurasian rather than Chinese.   
(Sandra Pereira-Ivansson, SG, 36, female, Hakka and Peranakan Chinese/Chinese and 
Portuguese) 
 
She drew a sharp line between blood and non-blood relatives, expressing a belief 
in lineage and biological descent as constitutive of identity: a strong narrative of 
reinforcement.  Her focus on blood as belonging reflected the emphasis on race 
in Singapore, as she placed race in the category of logic.  The choice to 
emphasize her European side also reflected the legacy of racialized hierarchy, 
privileging European heritage, particularly within the Eurasian community. 
Narratives of blood and belonging were also found in New Zealand.  
One man was adopted himself, the son of a Chinese New Zealand man and a 
Pakeha woman, raised in a Pakeha family.  
I was adopted  
and I grew up in a Pakeha family,  
I pretty much identify with that side  
much more than the Chinese side,  
because I didn’t grow up with that side of the culture[…] 
Um, and the interesting thing from the adopted point of view, the whole nature 
versus nurture thing. 
Um, how really similar we are to, um, our genetic families. 
Um, whereas, this whole nature side of things, ah nurture side of things,  
where we’ve like,  
ok there’s values and so on that have been instilled,  
but from a personality point of view, we’re so different from our adopted 
parents. 
And very similar to our birth families. 
Yeah, so… and I hadn’t, I hadn’t really grown up with the Asian side,  
but as I’ve grown [inaudible] I’ve developed a real interest in it. 
And from doing martial arts and so on,  
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when I was younger and a lot of it now, um,  
for some reason I identify more with Japanese culture than Chinese.   
Um, but yeah, developed that interest in a whole lot of things Asian. 
(Jason De Vries, NZ, 39, male, Pakeha New Zealander/Chinese New Zealander) 
 
He described the strong impact of the culture of his adoptive family, while also 
questioning the relationship between nature and nature, and the reality of racial 
descent.  As someone who perceived himself as biologically rather than culturally 
mixed, his story intertwined both transcendence and reinforcement: he identified 
with his Pakeha family, while also stressing his sense of connection to his Asian 
roots, through his Chinese heritage.  Interestingly, for him, Asian identity in a 
broader sense held more interest than solely Chinese identity.  This reflected his 
understanding of general “Asianness” through practice (martial arts in his case), 
as a point of difference to identify with and draw upon. 
 
Location and Dislocation 
 Personal experiences were key in participants’ stories, and these stories 
were always located in a particular context of family, community and 
neighbourhood.  A number of studies around the world have emphasized the 
importance of local context, and the area in which individuals were raised, as 
having a powerful impact on how they see their own identities and their place 
within the wider community (Jimenez 2004; Motoyoshi 1990; Oikawa and 
Yoshida 2007; Stephan and Stephan 1989; Wilson 1987).  This project reinforces 
this finding, with participants describing how the diversity of their environments 
and situations influenced their opinions of themselves, and how this shifted over 
time. 
In terms of physical location, previous research has looked at the ethnic 
and socioeconomic composition of neighbourhoods as related to the positioning 
of individuals of mixed descent (see Bennett 2011).  At a broader level, physical 
and geographic location has been explored in terms of personal connections to 
place and race, encompassing links to diasporic groups and different conceptions 
of “homeland” (for example Blunt 2005).  For participants in this study, the 
location in which they grew up and the circumstances of their upbringing had 
important effects on how they saw themselves, both in terms of their feelings of 
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belonging to the nation, and their connection to national and/or cultural groups 
elsewhere. 
Geographical location and re-location were important themes, 
interweaving stories of descent, parental background, childhood and migration 
into wider narratives of identity.  In Singapore, the distinction between local and 
expat, Singaporean and foreign, shaped many peoples’ childhood experiences, 
and as a consequence, how they saw themselves within Singapore.  James and 
Katrina described how they felt primarily expat Singaporean, having vastly 
different experiences at school and within their families to how they perceived 
“local” Singaporeans. 
I don’t think I ever fitted in with the… I didn’t,  
like my father still lives in a very Caucasian world, like we don’t go to, we don’t 
go to local hawker centres, or we don’t do… 
or he doesn’t anyway, and that point I was listening to him,  
so you’d go to school, you’d come back from school, we played in the 
condominium, or the apartment blocks where most of my neighbours were 
Caucasians anyway.   
And then on the weekends it’s church.   
But it was quite… you had…  
and then if we went out for dinner, we’d go to the Dutch club, or the British 
club, or the American club, you know the Tanglin club.   
So there wasn’t any of this going to eat in the middle of the night you know, or 
shopping in some neighbourhoods,  
(Katrina Henry, SG, 27, female, Singaporean Chinese/English) 
 
This narrative positioned the Katrina outside of local Singaporean culture, 
conflating race, socioeconomic positioning and immigration status in talking of a 
“Caucasian world”.  She reinforces the “other” in the CMIO, locating her expat 
experiences as removed from being a racially authentic Singaporean. 
The majority of participants positioned themselves somewhere in-
between local and expat, often related to the schools they went to and the 
neighbourhoods in which they grew up.  William described how he felt like an 
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I, at the beginning, obviously as I said,  
I was in international school, really westernized, like most everything I did and 
all my friends, although we had similar backgrounds… 
I lived a bit of an expat life at the beginning, and that’s very different to what 
you see with the locals, and they do, they tell me  
and towards the end, when I really, well the end of the time I was in Singapore, 
like during national service, I really felt quite local.   
(William Briggs, SG, 21, male, Singaporean Chinese/English) 
 
His narrative shifted, describing different locations over time.  His social circles 
changed significantly when he did his national service, as he both came in contact 
with more “local” Singaporeans, and came to see himself as a more legitimate 
part of the nation.  He positioned himself first as an outsider and then as an 
insider, as his feelings of belonging developed as he grew older. 
Location within Singapore itself continued to be important for many 
people as they grew up.  Living in a private condo or a public HDB block, in the 
centre of the city or an outer suburb, was something that affected people in 
terms of how they perceived the diversity of the area and their position within it.  
Many lived in “heartland” suburbs, and felt that they and their families were quite 
prominent and unusual in such areas.  One participant felt quite isolated as a 
result, and sought an area where ethnic diversity would be more common. 
And Jeanne and I, right now, we live in this area.   
It’s really a Chinese heartland.  A Singaporean heartland.   
When we say a heartland, the heartland, we really mean the Chinese Singapore.   
People here speak a lot of dialect, they don’t speak Mandarin.  Hardly speak 
English.  Huge problem for us. 
And we want to move away from that.   
We’re not ashamed of being in this area.   
We are part Chinese.  She, her surname is Goh, I have Wang as part of my 
surname, but we want to go to a place where there is more ethnic diversity.   
And just one week ago we went to ah, Arab street, where the mosque is, and 
um, we had a sigh of relief really.   
It was… we had this load lifted off us, just being in the area where you don’t see 
Chinese people.  It’s so odd to say. 
(Andrew Wang-Jones, SG, 36, male, English and German/Eurasian) 
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Andrew positioned himself as both a Singaporean and an outsider, feeling 
connected to Singapore as a nation, but excluded by racialized groupings within 
the country.  His story highlighted his feelings of exclusion as conflicting with 
where he feels at home, reinforcing narratives of racial belonging.  Somewhere in 
the middle of the expat/local dichotomy, he nevertheless struggled to position 
himself symbolically and physically as a racialized Singaporean. 
In New Zealand, the expat/local division did not exist in the same way.  
While diversity was important for participants in how and where they located 
themselves, external perceptions focused around an immigrant/non-immigrant 
divide, which was not replicated in how individuals saw themselves.  Participants 
often spoke of belonging to New Zealand through an attachment to place, 
something which would not necessarily be recognized by others, but which 
formed an important part of personal identities.  Melanie and Alexis talked about 
the importance of literal personal location: knowing your way around as a way to 
not feel lost, both physically and symbolically. 
Um, I also really like to explore, you know, the city, I think.   
Um, I want to, you know, know the roads, and where I’m going, and just 
familiarize yourself with directions and stuff.   
That’s really important for me, to feel like I belong somewhere.   
Um, I mean it sounds like a given, but it’s amazing how many people I know, 
just, you know, hop in a cab, and wherever, they don’t know where they’re 
going.   
Or they don’t know how to get there.  You know?  Or they have a driver that 
just takes them.   
And, they don’t know the routes, and they don’t know where this road and that 
road is, and I just can’t, I can’t be like that [laughs]. 
(Melanie Townsend, NZ, 30, female, Taiwan Chinese/Pakeha New Zealander) 
 
This woman’s narrative was simply about locating the self in physical space in 
order to feel at home, a subversive way to belong outside of traditional categories 
and groupings.  Melanie’s narrative set private feelings of belonging outside of 
public perceptions, allowing her to determine her own locations of home.  
Another woman indicated that her feelings of belonging were more of process, a 
personal location that developed over time and experience. 
Um, I think it’s, from my point of view, it’s having stayed in one place for a long 
time and starting to build up relationships with um, people in that area. 
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Um, you know you can walk along the street, and you can say hello to a few 
people.   
You can go to the shops, and they know you.   
Um… you, you know, as an adult, you have friends that you can go and have 
dinner with, and the kids can play.   
Um… which you kind of need, when you’ve got kids my age, and you’re starting 
to kind of get back a life.  And you can start to go out. 
‘Cause I, I’ve kind of shifted round a little bit.   
And when you get to a place and you don’t know anyone, you have to make 
those connections.   
But it takes a while. 
And when you’ve been in the same, in you know one place, and you’re starting 
to get all those connections, I think that’s what it feels like to be belonging.   
Belong somewhere. 
(Philippa Warner, NZ, 38, female, Pakeha New Zealander/Chinese New Zealander) 
 
For Philippa, belonging grew out of connections and experiences.  She felt that 
she could locate herself in a community that she worked to contribute to, which 
was not necessarily defined along ethnic lines.  Her story was more 
accommodating, as she built her own sense of belonging through networks and 
shared understandings. 
Importantly, participants from both Singapore and New Zealand often 
located themselves in multiple places, describing experiences and links to a 
number of countries and communities.  Rather than portraying a diasporic 
connection to an ancestral homeland, many participants talked about how they 
felt connected to places they had lived in and travelled to, where they felt at 
home.  Eight of the Singaporean participants and four from New Zealand were 
currently living outside of the country (see table 5.1), with many participants 
having lived in or travelled to multiple countries throughout their lives.  For 
some, travel was a way of life growing up, separating them from their peers.  As a 
result, they described how they felt comfortable around diversity and multiplicity, 
enjoying both the cultural variety and the relative anonymity of not standing out. 
James and Sandra made a point of emphasizing that they felt the need to 
keep moving around the world, being attracted to diverse and populous cities.  
Skye and William indicated that leaving Singapore once they had finished their 
secondary education was something they had always assumed they would do, to 
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experience other cultures and continue the habit of travel that they had grown up 
with.  For these individuals, their links to multiple places and cultures gave them 
the option to locate themselves differently, perhaps with their more fluid 
connections to Singapore allowing them to move around more easily.  Sandra 
drew on discourses of reinforcement, biology and racial traits, suggesting that the 
desire to travel was in her blood, as she was descended from immigrants.  On the 
flipside, Terence equated his mixed heritage with an increasing propensity to 
travel, suggesting that “mixed race” was a result of social and historical processes 
of immigration and globalization. 
It just means that you’re different.  And that you’re just, you’re a function of 
globalization, ah. 
Um, yeah, people tend to move more.  And people move more, they have 
greater access to transportation, it just means that um, you have greater 
opportunity to meet other people, ah.  And then, just… 
I mean, they’re just part of a trend, lah. 
The trend today is people are more, there are more interracial marriages.   
And because there are more interracial marriages, interracial kids.   
And you’re just part of this trend, ah. 
(Terence Peaks, SG, 26, male, Filipino Chinese/Anglo Australian) 
 
His story made his mixedness much less personal, more of a wider social trend.  
He could then locate himself within this, seeing his background as less about 
racial differences, and more about migration and meetings.  This served to 
normalize difference, providing a subversive story around mixing.  He saw his 
background as different, but not unusual or remarkable. 
Participants in New Zealand also described significant travel over the 
course of their lives, something which they felt set them apart from others 
around them.  Most participants would travel to see friends and family as they 
grew up, and as for the Singaporeans, many felt that these experiences had 
instilled a sense of possibility in them: seeing the world and living outside of New 
Zealand had shaped how they positioned themselves both in New Zealand and 
elsewhere.  One woman felt that she belonged anywhere but New Zealand: 
[I belong] Overseas [laughs]. 
Um… I like Auckland, but, New Zealand’s… 
I find ‘cause I’ve had that exposure to travelling and things, and new ideas…  
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it’s um, I find New Zealand culture very isolating, and quite small.  Very um, 
parochial, I think. 
And I… I want to just go overseas, and bring my experience, and just take it all 
in, and go to different places and sample and taste… different cultures.   
I find New Zealand quite limiting. 
Although, I like, I love New Zealand.   
My, I think, I was trying to explain this to a friend the other day.   
It’s the kind of place where you go and have your family, ‘cause it’s so isolated, 
and safe, and calm.  And you know, you know the ley of the land. 
But I think there’s more, um, sort of world.  Well there is, and you should go 
and experience it. 
And knowing what’s out there, I can’t just live here, and not go out and want to 
try it, at least. 
So… um, I guess, physically that’s where I am.  But, I don’t know.  
(Rose Stein, NZ, 22, female, Hong Kong Chinese/Dutch) 
 
Her story portrayed a dual sense of belonging: here and elsewhere.  She described 
New Zealand as limited in its culture and possibilities, and sought to locate 
herself somewhere more diverse.  Interestingly, this illustrated the strength of her 
connection to New Zealand, as she felt too comfortable and at home, seeking 
adventure elsewhere.  Another woman, Emmeline Tan, felt at home in diversity 
and cosmopolitanism, something which she found New Zealand lacked.  For her, 
travel had opened up possibilities of places to locate herself, in order to enjoy her 
uniqueness rather than feeling compelled to conform.  One man spoke of 
locations and differences within New Zealand itself: 
And, um, yeah, I do remember, like I really had a kind of a… 
I kind of resented it to start with. 
Like for many years when I was a child.   
And I, like I mentioned, it’s simply because I stood out,  
because it was so, um, culturally like,  
the Caucasian population was by far the largest part of the population in 
Blenheim. 
Um, so yeah, I did, I was quite ashamed for many years.   
And it gradually sort of faded towards the end of high school.  
Um, to the point that, like I mentioned, in my 20s,  
especially down in Dunedin, where there’s, there is that diversity.   
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I think that that is the secret, like just having, seeing there’s a lot of other people 
that are different. 
(Jason De Vries, NZ, 39, male, Pakeha New Zealander/Chinese New Zealander) 
 
As in Singapore, different locations within the country affected how participants 
viewed their identities, and how they belonged.  Jason’s narrative illuminated the 
different contexts within New Zealand itself in terms of diversity: contrasting 
small towns and larger cities, the North and the South Islands.  His narrative 
drew out a sense of belonging through difference, both reinforcing racial 
differences, and accommodating his own sense of difference within diversity. 
Traveling and movement around the country and the world had different 
impacts on participants.  Some felt that they were able to live in and adapt to 
multiple environments fairly easily, and others struggled to feel like they belonged 
easily in any one place.  Individuals in both contexts spoke of the positives and 
negatives of changing locations frequently: discovering a sense of identity distinct 
from wider notions of belonging, while simultaneously feeling that they did not 
fit in anywhere.   
Um, but it’s never really been important to me, and it’s never really been,  
um, it’s never, I’ve never felt,  
while I’ve never felt like I was part of a greater clique, you know, I’ve never felt 
I was Singaporean, I’ve never felt I was Australian,  
and I never felt that I was part of something pretty, you know, and I should 
probably have mentioned this before, I’m also not religious.   
Um, so I’ve never felt like I’ve been part of a big cultural, or ethnic, or religious 
or national group, but I’ve never ever, I’ve never missed it.   
I’ve not missed being part of that.   
Um, does that make me more individual?  I don’t know.  Maybe…  
Um, but I also kind of like the idea that I am a bit sort of transnational, you 
know?   
(James Field, SG, 25, male, Singaporean Chinese/Anglo Australian) 
 
James Field linked this sense of isolation to a feeling of exclusion from any 
community, be it ethnic, national, cultural or religious.  His narrative transcended 
these traditional ways to belong, as he searched for alternatives.  For him, this 
lack of community was not something that he sought to remedy, as it had 
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become a part of his sense of individual identity.  He instead negotiated not 
belonging as a way to belong and locate himself. 
 Location was also linked to experiences of racism and discrimination.  
Many participants in both countries told stories of discrimination and exclusion, 
particularly at school.  Name-calling was common, and participants often found 
themselves the target of teasing, or in the uncomfortable position of witnessing 
race-based bullying but with others not realizing their backgrounds.  In 
Singapore, participants at local schools spoke of standing out due to their 
European heritage.   
You know, you have the name calling.   
No, that’s fine, it becomes a term of endearment after a while, with your friends.  
Because… the local slang for you know, for Caucasians is Ang Mo, which is red 
haired.  And that kind of stuff, it’s either that or Kangaroo.  Yeah, it’s been 
throughout, so 11 years of that, you get used to it. 
(Richard Ong, SG, 22, male, Singaporean Chinese/Anglo Australian) 
 
As in Richard’s narrative, several people mentioned that these were just names, 
and did not have a serious impact on how they saw themselves.  However, for 
others, the constant questioning and bullying had more lasting impacts, 
particularly when they were involved in more serious or physical instances of 
racism. 
‘Cause since primary school I’ve always had a problem.   
I’ve had kids, my classmates, in very broken English, say to me, ah, “hey you, 
Italy boy, ah!” “are you from America, ah?”   
Once I remember, when I was in primary 4, age of, ah, what would that be?  10, 
or 11 I suppose.   
I remember I was walking by a sidewalk, and a school bus passed by with 
Singaporean kids, and they were saying “British bulldog go home!” 
Threw stones at me and stuff.  Very weird. 
(Andrew Wang-Jones, SG, 36, male, English and German/Eurasian) 
 
Andrew found himself set apart from his Singaporean classmates, and was 
affected by this.  His narrative continued to set him apart, as he highlighted the 
“broken English” of the other children, positioning them as Singaporean, and 
himself as not. 
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The New Zealand participants had many more stories of race-based 
discrimination and bullying at school, experiences which centered around their 
Chinese heritage and their visible difference from the majority population.  Many 
found this dislocating, as people questioned their place in New Zealand along 
racialized lines. 
Like even though my school was quite multicultural, I was definitely exposed to 
quite a lot of racism, even from a young age. 
And I still remember it.   
‘Cause, you know, you’re like bullied and things like that, and I always feel, I 
remember feeling out of place, because I wasn’t like, um…  
I wasn’t like the typical Asian primary school kid that was definitely like, had just 
come to New Zealand type thing.   
I was like, I thought of myself as being like a New Zealander, and being like I’ve 
been brought up in a Western way. 
But yet, people would obviously see, you can tell obviously that I’m not 
European, and I definitely look Asian, and so I used to get teased a lot when I 
was at primary school, which was never nice. 
(Jenny Griffiths, NZ, 25, female, Pakeha New Zealander/Chinese New Zealander) 
 
Jenny’s story reinforced her impressions of New Zealander as primarily 
European, stemming from her experiences of exclusion based on her appearance.  
She sought to reconcile her own feelings of belonging with how she believed that 
others saw her.   Yet she also made a point of distinguishing herself, as a New 
Zealander, from the new Asian immigrants. 
Other participants narrated how their physical appearance was a point of 
difference which others made fun of, but which didn’t necessarily affect how 
they felt about themselves.  Joel and Nathan discussed bullying at school, but 
downplayed its seriousness and effects. 
I was teased, because they said my dad’s the postman, you know… 
But um… hmmm… I know my brother was probably teased a little bit more, 
but having said that, he’s the most confident one.  And pretty tough. 
You know there’s a chant that goes round school… what was it, I don’t know if 
you’ve heard and seen that, have you?   
With the Chinese Japanese thing?  Well it goes [laughs]…  
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you pull you eyes downwards for Chinese, you go “Chinese, Japanese” and pull 
you eyes up “Chinese, Japanese, blah, blah, blah and look what’s happened to 
me” and then you sort of mix your eyes up and down, something like that. 
And you get a lot of this sort of stuff, and chink, and all sorts of slang for 
Chinese. 
Yeah, it wasn’t too bad. 
(Nathan Fleming, NZ, 39, male, American Chinese/Pakeha New Zealander) 
 
Despite the overtly racist connotations of his experiences, Nathan mentioned 
that it “wasn’t too bad”, laughing in discomfort at a rhyme around both Asian 
appearance and “mixed race”.  He talked about himself and his brother, stressing 
their (male) resilience to the teasing, although for different reasons.  His own 
experiences were based around how different he looked to his family, while his 
brother was seen as Asian, and treated as such.   His sister noticed the differences 
in experiences, commenting on the impacts of gender and race in terms of 
discrimination and vulnerability. 
And I think, you know guys’ experiences are always going to be different to 
what women’s experiences are going to be, growing up. 
I mean I don’t know.   
I don’t think Nath would have been given any crap for being Asian because he 
doesn’t look it… 
Nathan the milkman’s boy.  Yeah. 
(Margaret Jenkins, NZ, 35, female, American Chinese/Pakeha New Zealander) 
 
Several women had the opposite reaction to their school experiences, and 
Jenny offered a similar gender-based explanation for why some people were 
affected more than others by discrimination at school. 
I do think that, like, because of your experiences when you’re younger, it… it 
totally influences how you perceive, like your perception of life in general. 
Like if I had never had had any racist comments when I was little, I probably 
would never be so self conscious about my… who I am, and my ethnic 
background. 
But because I had multiple negative experiences when I was at primary school, I 
just distinctly…  
like I’ve always super self conscious about… about what I look like, and… 
where I belong and the fact that my dad’s Chinese and my mum’s white,  
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but I only really identify with being white, and oh my god, what’s going on… 
so… I think it’s… yeah. 
Whereas I think my brothers probably didn’t… like you know also guys, boys 
are usually more thick skinned than girls, so they probably don’t take to heart as 
much things as females do half the time.   
So that could also partly be why. 
(Jenny Griffiths, NZ, 25, female, Pakeha New Zealander/Chinese New Zealander) 
 
She found herself still affected by these negative experiences in everyday life, and 
contrasted this to the attitudes of her brothers.  Her story reinforced Chinese and 
White as separate groups, and her feelings of public/private dissonance were in 
turn reinforced by her experiences at school.  Similarly, another woman was so 
affected by the chants and the teasing, that she had recurring nightmares as a 
child. 
Yeah, so they used to do the whole [pulls eyes] “Hi, my mum’s Japanese, my 
dad’s Chinese, whatever, whatever”…  
and um, a lot of them were blond, blue eyed at my school, and they were like 
“oh, you’re so ugly, you’ve got brown hair, your eyes are the colour of poo” 
[laughs] […] 
I think my mum used to… um, find me in the middle of the night having 
nightmares.  It’s what she tells me now, as an adult.   
And I was like reliving all the mean things that people were saying to me at 
school.   
But I’d never tell her about it when I was awake, so she only knew because she 
heard my nightmares [laughs].  Yeah… 
I don’t remember those nightmares though, so it’s ok. 
(Alexis Conrad, NZ, 33, female, Chinese New Zealander/New Zealand European) 
 
As for Alexis and Jenny, those who spoke of being most affected by racism at 
school were women.  Some also spoke about wishing they could have changed 
their appearance when they were younger – reflecting the intersections between 
judgments of physical appearance, race and the pressures of gendered 
expectations of beauty and belonging (see page 195 onwards, and Sims 2012). 
 Participants also explored issues of race and racism in wider society, the 
greater context which was reflected in the microcosm of school.  In both 
countries, the age range of participants provided an interesting comparison of 
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social attitudes towards “mixed race” and levels of racism over time.  In 
Singapore, early mixing was not encouraged, and those who were mixed were 
seen as “not correct”: 
I think in the early part, the mixing was not so easy and it tended… here I’ve got 
to be careful…  
it tended to feel that people who were mixed weren’t correct in the early days.   
That means the Chinese were, you know, the Chinese… and for example I was 
dating a girl – Chinese girl – for a couple of years but we knew we weren’t going 
to marry.   
The parents would say, “No, that’s definite, you won’t marry.”   
And that… that is kind of the environment that we grew up in, you know, there 
was no crossing of lines.   
You’re… the boundaries are there.  Even now there are religions and that kind 
of problems, but that’s clear.   
We… we understand those religions like Muslims or Catholics, you know, that 
kind of stuff.  That’s clear.   
But in those days how hard it was, you know, how difficult it was to cross over.   
(David Faulkner, SG, 64, male, Singaporean Chinese/White British) 
 
David’s narrative, as the oldest Singaporean participant, was particularly 
interesting as he remarked on the difficulties of mixed relationships in the past.  
He was cautious about how he described this, illustrating the taboos around 
boundary crossing that linger on.  He presented a personal narrative of 
accommodation, allowing his own experiences of mixedness to exist alongside 
these external opinions.  While many people (including David) mentioned how 
Singapore had changed to become more tolerant, particularly in the last decade, 
Anne and Andrew were adamant that racism still existed, but was now just more 
hidden than before. 
And that’s… and it’s something that… it really irks me because there’s so much 
racism in Singapore.  But it’s not obvious. 
You know… and it’s so, like, quiet, and subversive, and like, ok we’re not going 
to talk about it.   
We’re just going to pretend everything’s fine and dandy.  And it’s not. […] 
And it’s… that is what Singapore is like to me.  It’s like, on the outside it looks 
so good, and you know, everybody says they believe these things.   
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But on the inside, they don’t believe them.  And the inside of the country 
doesn’t look good. 
(Anne McNeil, SG, 27, female, Singaporean Chinese/English) 
 
Anne McNeil described how racialized groupings and discourses of racial 
harmony have covered over existing divisions and negative attitudes, something 
that left her feeling distanced from the country as a whole.  Her narratives 
continued to subvert these wider frameworks, seeing them as superficial and 
narrowly focused. 
The New Zealand participants described a similar trajectory, moving 
from an obviously racist society towards greater tolerance, but also continued 
prejudice.  One participant, Jason De Vries, stressed that location was key, as 
more diverse contexts tended to be more tolerant.  He saw a significant 
difference in the populations of the North and South Islands, as the North has 
much more diversity, and is the destination for most immigrants arriving from 
Asia.  Paul Moretti, the oldest participant from the New Zealand sample, 
highlighted the changing attitudes in society over time.  He talked about racism as 
he grew up, and New Zealand’s isolation in terms of food and diversity. 
Um… New Zealand in the 1960s and 70s was racist place, I believe. 
Um… it was, it was strange for me because my father was Italian, so an Italian 
name, and my mother was Chinese.   
And so for some people I look Chinese.  And for other people they’re not quite 
sure what I am. […] 
Um… New Zealand was a very closeted place in those days.   
I mean, I can remember my mother and father having to travel into Auckland 
city to buy bags of rice, ‘cause you couldn’t buy rice in supermarkets, and you 
couldn’t buy garlic, you couldn’t buy ginger, all the simple things.   
Or soy sauce… all those sorts of things.  
(Paul Moretti, NZ, 48, male, Chinese/Italian) 
 
His narrative seemed uncertain, as he described the exclusion and racism of the 
country in the past, positioning himself in this setting.  He used details of 
difference in his story, centering on food as a marker of difference for him and 
his family.  He then went on to talk about how things have changed significantly, 
and for the better, for his young daughter’s generation, mirroring personal 
change within social change.   
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In contrast, for several young women in their 20s and 30s, change hadn’t 
been significant enough to prevent racism from playing a significant role in their 
lives.   
Like, I think it made me feel quite … quite sort of vulnerable when that sort of 
thing happened when I was small. 
And then things got quite … well, things didn’t ever get bad for me personally 
at high school but when there were a lot of migrants who came in there was a 
massive backlash at my school anyway.   
People were really racist and horrible and it constantly, like, everywhere you go, 
everyone was just constantly talking about, “Oh, those fucking Asians, those 
gooks I wish they’d just all, like, go home.”   
And they… they used to put, like, massive racist graffiti in the bathrooms and I 
remember just kind of not really knowing what to do ‘cause I kind of felt like I 
didn’t identify with, um, the migrants but then I really didn’t like what those 
people were saying.   
But then I didn’t also want them to think that I was one of them.   
(Emmeline Tan, NZ, 32, female, Pakeha New Zealander/Singaporean Chinese) 
 
Emmeline’s story was caught in social attitudes towards immigration and national 
belonging.  She found herself trapped between wanting to belong as an 
uncomplicated, (non-)racial New Zealander, and feeling for the Asian groups 
being targeted.  This was an interesting narrative of accommodation, as she 
positioned herself as both insider and outsider, shifting her sense of loyalty as a 
result of her experiences.  Another woman felt that racism existed for both 
minority and majority groups, and as she had connections to both, she felt caught 
in the middle. 
I just feel that I, I also feel that um, people in general, especially,  
well, not especially, but… but yeah.   
People are always racist wherever you go.   
And being of mixed ethnicity, it’s like an internal struggle,  
‘cause like, I often hear white people being racist against Asian people, all the 
time.   
And I think a lot of my friends and things, and people in general treat me as, 
like not the, like not Asian, because I’m so Westernized.   
But then, you also hear Asian people being quite racist towards white people.   
And because I sit in the middle, I feel…  
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like it feels like an internal kind of strife. 
(Jenny Griffiths, NZ, 25, female, Pakeha New Zealander/Chinese New Zealander) 
 
Racism was an important part of Jenny’s reality, and was something that 
impacted her everyday life in a negative way, despite the increasing tolerance 
described by other participants.  She reinforced racial groupings by narrating 
herself as caught in-between, facing exclusion from both sides.  The changing 
context of immigration and the shifting demographic profile of New Zealand 
society in the 1980s and 1990s meant that these women felt caught up in the 
backlash, as racialized discrimination brushed over differences of ancestry, 
culture, generation and immigration status. 
 
Belonging and not belonging 
Against these backgrounds, participants negotiated ways of belonging as 
Chinese, European and both at once.  Moving away from family and location, 
participants described the more personal ways in which their heritages made 
them feel both in and out of place.  Ethnic and racial communities provided 
important markers as they positioned themselves in relation to their parent’s 
ancestries, both within and outside of socially defined groups. As individuals with 
family links to more than one racial background, race as a social identity was 
complex, requiring considerable thought and negotiation, as well as a balance 
between personal and external conceptions of culture and belonging.  The 
available narratives of cultural belonging provided a base for identification, as 
understandings of “European” and “Chinese” identity in Singapore and New 
Zealand shaped the narratives of participants.   
Descriptions of ethnic and racial belonging were central in personal 
stories, illustrating the selective, shifting and situational options available to 
participants as they described their identities.  Similar to previous research on 
approaches to mixedness (particularly Rockquemore and Brunsma 2002), most 
individuals described how they identified in different ways with both sides of 
their ancestry, even if their self-perception was not necessarily reinforced by 
others.  Traditional, singular racial identities were not often used as personal 
labels, in contrast to many previous studies done in the North American context, 
particularly when looking at black/white mixes.  Labelling was therefore 
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complex, and it was through personal stories that individuals were better able to 
express what being (or not being) Chinese and European meant to them. 
 
Chineseness and Belonging 
 Despite the majority of participants in the survey asserting that they felt 
both Chinese and European, it was “Chineseness” that came to the fore in 
narratives.  Theoretically, the category of Chinese is extremely broad and difficult 
to define, linked to nationality, ethnic group, ancestry, diaspora, traditions and 
cultures (Chow 1998; Matthews 2002).  For participants, being Chinese meant 
many different things.  For the Singaporean participants, Chineseness was linked 
closely to linguistic ability and cultural upbringing: practices and family traditions 
which would reinforce assertions of cultural authenticity.  This question of 
authenticity was key for William, as he sought to position a complex identity 
within a singular framework: 
[I say] “I’m as Chinese as all of you!”, but they don’t believe me [laughs].   
They just laugh. 
Which is kind of why I want to learn Chinese as well,  
just to kind of support everything that I’m saying.   
‘Cause I can’t just go around and “yeah, I’m Chinese”  
without being able to speak Chinese,  
or even look as Chinese as everyone else.   
Just, just yeah. 
An arsenal of, just, just to back up whatever I’m saying. 
(William Briggs, SG, 21, male, Singaporean Chinese/English) 
 
His narrative centered around being demonstrably Chinese, using language as a 
real and tangible marker of identity.  For him, symbolic identity left a gap 
between his private feelings and his friends’ public acknowledgements, showing 
the intersections of race and cultural practices around race in the Singaporean 
context. 
 Interestingly, Chineseness was discussed and asserted particularly by the 
New Zealand participants, reflecting the need to describe and perhaps defend a 
minority identity in a largely white society.  Being Chinese was held up in 
opposition to just being a “normal Kiwi”, and was a key point of difference to be 
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emphasized or downplayed.  A large number of participants mentioned 
“Chinese” traits in their upbringing or their personalities, illustrating how their 
heritage had influenced who they were.  Several people discussed how they felt 
that financial security and family obligation were particularly Chinese traits, often 
in combination with respect for elders.  One woman saw this perspective as 
having significantly influenced her life choices and her role in her family. 
 I originally wanted to do fashion design.   
And I was, I was actually studying at the London School of Fashion,  
and I got so much pressure to come back, and “that was a terrible decision”  
and “what are you thinking?” 
and I was sort of halfway thinking the same thing… 
And so that’s, that’s definitely a Chinese thing.   
Needing to know, as well, that I can look after my parents if I need to.   
And I did, I looked after my father,  
and I made sure that I had everything in place to make sure that he was ok. 
I think that’s a Chinese thing as well.   
I don’t really see that for many of my other friends, that very strong sense of 
responsibility to the parents. 
(Alexis Conrad, NZ, 33, female, Chinese New Zealander/New Zealand European) 
 
In her case, her Chinese ancestry came through in feelings of loyalty to her 
family, and her financial responsibility, reinforcing links between culture and 
biology.  She narrated being Chinese as being different from her friends, seeking 
personality traits that reflected how she perceived Chineseness.  For others, being 
Chinese was heavily influenced by food and family culture, as well as attitudes to 
academic learning and inherent predispositions, such as suggesting that their 
mathematical ability came from their ancestry.  For Paul, the oldest participant, 
his childhood was very shaped by what he saw as his mother’s traditional Chinese 
practices, many of which centered on food and her role as a mother around 
language and care.  
 For other participants in both countries, however, being Chinese was less a 
matter of practiced behaviour, and more a feeling of connection.  For one 
adopted participant, Jason, his Chinese background was of greater importance 
symbolically than his European background, despite his lack of cultural 
knowledge.  Another woman felt that she was connected to China because of 
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how other people treated her, even though she didn’t feel any personal affinity 
for the culture or the country. 
I feel like, somehow, I have a connection with China.   
Even though I’ve never been there. 
Whereas he [brother] thinks its quite weird for someone to ask him what it’s like 
to… what Chinese culture is. 
Um… so… I don’t know, maybe, I feel like I have more of a connection than 
they [siblings] do.  I’m not sure.   
Just because people have always treated me that way. 
(Andrea Wei, NZ, 21, female, White American/American Chinese) 
 
Her story reflected the power of external perceptions in shaping internal 
identifications, as her feelings of connection came largely from the expectations 
of others.  Her narrative reflected an interesting form of accommodation, as she 
worked to reconcile the internal and the external, taking on an identity which was 
assigned to her.  As both her parents were raised in the US, her link to China was 
several generations removed, and she connected China as a country with how she 
understood being Chinese.   
 Another participant was more distanced from how he saw his Chineseness, 
making a distinction between cultural practices which were part of his everyday 
life, and those which were enforced by his parents.   
But, there was definitely like an influence from my parents that wanted to keep 
um, this Chinese culture going.   
So you know, they would, we’d go to festivals and um, eat Chinese food,  
and… go to language schools and things like that, learn lion dancing. 
Um, yeah so… and it, but it was more a superficial way of pushing culture.   
Like I never thought as a Chinese person would think.   
Um, it was more just the superficial things.  Yeah. 
(Joel Andrews, NZ, 24, male, Chinese New Zealander/Pakeha New Zealander) 
 
Joel saw his Chinese culture as superficial, or even symbolic.  It was not a major 
part of who he was as a person, despite external pressures and activities to 
reinforce that aspect of himself.  He saw himself as definitively not “a Chinese 
person”, marking a clear divide as he described a sense of belonging in New 
Zealand, delicately inflected by a Chinese heritage. 
 Chinese identity was therefore extremely variable, and was not a form of 
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identity which could be taken for granted.  As well as describing practical 
instances of being Chinese, participants often placed weight on what they felt was 
Chinese about themselves: a more symbolic, emotional form of connection.  Yet, 
in addition to looking inwards for what being Chinese meant, participants looked 
outwards for definitions.  In both Singapore and New Zealand, nationality, 
upbringing and immigration status were important distinctions.  For the 
Singaporeans, being Singaporean Chinese was markedly different from being 
Chinese from mainland China, with significant cultural differences between the 
two.  In New Zealand, differences were pointed out between New Zealand 
Chinese and recent immigrants from China.  The New Zealand Chinese were 
seen as more culturally acceptable, more authentically Kiwi, given the length of 
time their families had been in the country. 
The New Zealand participants often referred to their Chinese parent and 
that parent’s attitude to their heritage.  The majority of parents had immigrated to 
New Zealand themselves, and had taken different routes to reconciling a new 
national identity with different forms of cultural heritage.  Most parents had 
immersed themselves in their new country, with some even distancing or 
disassociating themselves from their Chinese heritage as a way to strengthen their 
bonds to New Zealand.   
But, um… it’s funny as well, my mum has been here so long, like, um…  
she was driving one day, and um, you know some Asian driver pulled out in 
front of her.  And she goes “bloody Chink!” [laughs] 
And me and my brothers were like “you’re a Chink too!” [laughs] 
She’s like “no, I’m not a Chink like that Chink!” [laughs] 
(Jasmine Orana, NZ, 25, female, Singaporean Chinese/Pakeha New Zealander) 
 
Jasmine’s story showed how her Chinese mother had taken on some of the 
common stereotypes about Chinese immigrants in New Zealand, stressing her 
belonging as a New Zealander.  This narrative highlighted the complexity of 
categories, and the different ways of being Chinese and Asian as a minority 
identity.  Her mother both subverted expectations and reinforced stereotypes, in 
a complex negotiation of belonging.   
For two other women, their fathers’ lack of identification with their 
Chinese backgrounds had a significant effect on their own feelings about their 
heritage.  One woman, Andrea, felt that her father’s negative attitude had 
	   175 
encouraged a superficial practice of Chinese culture, and a negative attitude 
towards being Chinese.  In the second case, Jenny saw her father as Westernized, 
having grown up in New Zealand, but felt that his lack of acknowledgement for 
his heritage left her without a cultural anchor on her Chinese side. 
Um… he [father]… he’s really Westernized.  Like ‘cause he came to New 
Zealand when he was one.   
So, even his Cantonese is like the ability of an 8 year old.   
He doesn’t do anything Chinese at all except for eat Chinese food every now 
and then. 
And other than that, nothing.   
So… I guess that in itself, like could make me quite confused as well.   
‘Cause he never, he doesn’t even acknowledge his Asian roots anymore. 
Which is fine, I mean, he might not feel, he probably doesn’t feel he’s Chinese 
either, ‘cause he’s grown up in New Zealand.   
But… when people look at him, or look at me, they think “oh wow, she’s 
definitely not a Kiwi”. 
(Jenny Griffiths, NZ, 25, female, Pakeha New Zealander/Chinese New Zealander) 
 
Her sense of not being Chinese was then closely linked to how she saw her 
father.  She acknowledged that he must have felt a similar public/private 
dissonance to her, as his appearance and his cultural/national affiliations did not 
match in a simplistic way.  The strength of external perceptions heavily informed 
her narrative, as she struggled to reconcile the public and the private, seeking a 
way to identify with a group with which others associate her.  Her story 
illustrated her feelings of exclusion from being a “proper” New Zealander, while 
at the same time highlighting her search for a way to identify as Chinese. 
 
On Not Being Chinese 
Generation, immigration status and nationality were all key distinctions in 
how participants understood being Chinese, both for themselves, their families 
and others.  For many participants, their sense of being Chinese was balanced by 
how they felt they were not Chinese, as not being Chinese proved to be an 
important aspect of identity.  Seven of the New Zealand participants (Angelina, 
Li Lin, Jacob, Jenny, Melanie, Tai and Paul) and one of the Singaporean 
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participants (James) had visited or lived in China at some point in their lives, 
sometimes because of a perceived connection through their ancestry.  Some 
participants talked about the experience as “going back”, despite never having 
visited before.  Others had expected to feel Chinese and “at home” in China, but 
the reality of their experiences was significantly different.  Tai had moved to 
Shanghai, and found that the local population did not treat him as Chinese, 
despite his background. 
I guess previously I thought I was Chinese. 
And I certainly thought, well, at least half-Chinese.   
And I certainly thought my dad was Chinese, ‘cause he always identified himself 
as Chinese.   
But, here I realized that, um, it’s quite different.   
I mean, the Chinese people here, culture, and society and everything, is quite 
different to Chinese people that, you know, like me or my father, or anything.  
And um, yeah.   
And ah, and I, it made me think, like the Chinese people outside China are very, 
um, they’re often very, kind of, um, feel very strongly about, um, they think 
they’re so Chinese.   
And um, you know they’re really super proud of being Chinese.   
And like Chinese people in China don’t seem to make such a big deal of it […] 
I think overseas Chinese, you know they’re not as Chinese as they think.   
(Tai Feng, NZ, 31, male, Irish/Malaysian Chinese) 
 
This led him to re-assess what it meant to be Chinese, and to question why the 
label Chinese often seemed to trump other identity labels for people of Chinese 
descent outside of China.  This was especially apparent in the experiences of his 
father, who had always described himself as Chinese, but saw himself as an 
outsider when he visited his son in China.  His narrative highlighted conflations 
and breaks between national identity, culture and belonging, as he stressed the 
importance of experience and context in identification. 
James made a distinction between Singaporean Chinese identity and 
Chinese identity when describing his reasons for going “back”.  His mother felt 
that her symbolic connection to China would provide meaning for her son’s 
identity, but in reality, he felt disconnected and isolated. 
And it was interesting going back because, well, not going back, but going there, 
I was sort of pushed.   
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The idea to move to China sort of originated with my mother, who, who, who is 
Chinese,  
who is Singaporean Chinese in that very Singaporean Chinese way of being very 
proud to be Chinese. 
But yet, she herself would never ever go to China or live in China, you know, 
she’s quite happy in Singapore.   
Um, I don’t know, Singaporean Chinese have this strange affinity with the 
China, the Chinese of China, because, you know, China is rising and they own 
half the world, and they’re proving that there’s a Chinese spirit that’s there, and 
blah blah blah. […] 
So I moved there in order to sort of, I don’t know,  
somehow find some affinity with the Chinese in me.   
You know, and I found about as much as I wanted to find,  
and realized that I’d actually found it and I think I’d rather live in the south of 
Italy, than in China! [laughs] 
(James Field, SG, 25, male, Singaporean Chinese/Anglo Australian) 
 
His narrative drew on the meaning of “Chinese” in Singapore, comparing the 
symbolic connections to China felt by his mother’s family, and what he saw as 
the reality of Singaporean Chinese identity.  He questioned the strength and 
relevance of diasporic identifications, finding himself distanced from being 
Chinese, in any sense of the term.  His sense of identity seemed to transcend this 
ancestral connection, as he grounded himself more in his experiences. 
Four of the New Zealand participants went to China deliberately to 
explore their roots, often visiting regions where their grandparents or earlier 
ancestors had come from. For the two individuals, Jenny and Li Lin, who had 
undertaken an organized trip for New Zealand Chinese, experiences were mixed.  
Li Lin was surprised at the level of connection that she felt when she saw her 
grandparents’ villages, and how she could recognize the origins of some of her 
current family traditions, accommodating both heritage and practice in her story.  
However, she also realized the significant cultural and generational differences, 
and the multitude of ways in which she did not feel Chinese.  Jenny found the 
trip “back to her roots” an isolating and disconnecting experience, primarily 
because it emphasized the fact that she was not culturally or ancestrally “full 
Chinese”, reinforcing narratives of racial belonging.  For her, it put the fact that 
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she did not feel Chinese in contrast with her connection to New Zealand and 
New Zealand culture, and left her feeling rootless, rather than rooted. 
For a number of participants then, not being Chinese was an important 
part of how they described their identities, as though holding up their ancestry 
against the reality of their experiences.  Some participants identified Chinese 
traits, and then illustrated how these traits did not apply to them, while a number 
of them highlighted linguistic barriers as a marker of their lack of connection 
with being Chinese.  Margaret stated that her lack of cultural and linguistic 
fluency meant that her Chinese heritage would mean less to the next generation. 
Many participants, both in Singapore and New Zealand, described a 
connection to being European as a way of not being Chinese, but did not often 
explain what “European culture” entailed.  In New Zealand, Pakeha culture is 
often an unnoticed norm, held up in opposition to indigenous or minority 
groups, or anything “ethnic”.  Chinese identity provided a symbolic identity 
which could be illustrated or disavowed by participants through traits and 
practices in opposition to the dominant culture in which they grew up, as 
“European” ethnicity is conspicuously absent (Storrs 1999:193).  Paul, as well as 
going to China to learn about his heritage, also went to Italy to learn about the 
other side of his heritage.  In doing this, he was in a minority and for most 
interviewees the European side of their families fitted in more easily with the 
wider New Zealand context, often passing unnoticed in their descriptions of 
themselves and their cultural backgrounds.  As stated by Romo, “Because white 
is the hegemonic norm, some multiracial people with one white parent do not 
necessarily have to seek out and learn about “that side” by virtue of its unstated 
pervasiveness” (2011:20). 
For the Singaporeans, European culture and ethnicity was in the 
minority, but carried with it historical associations of colonialism and privilege.  
Socioeconomic status influenced participants’ experiences with diversity, and 
their attitudes to their backgrounds (as in Butler-Sweet 2011; Mahtani 2002a; 
Tyler 2011).  Some participants felt separated from the wider Singaporean 
population due to their socioeconomic position, which was often fairly 
privileged, particularly when the European parent worked for an international 
company.  Choice of school illustrated this distinction, given the high fees for 
international schools, as well as the availability of overseas travel and family 
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pastimes which would be out of reach for the majority of Singaporeans.  James 
described how where he lived influenced how he saw himself within Singapore.  
Living in private housing, he found himself around many others with 
international backgrounds, and as such, felt distanced from “local” Singaporeans. 
Socioeconomic positioning was equally important in New Zealand, but in 
different ways.  The Chinese populations of New Zealand are not as 
socioeconomically differentiated as the European populations in Singapore, and 
participants’ experiences varied depending on their parents’ occupations, and 
their locations around the country.  Many participants, such as Paul, described 
experiences of hardship, as their newly immigrant parents settled and raised a 
family, while others, such as Katie, with parents in professions such as medicine 
and law, were more aware of their privilege in society.  
In both countries, intermarriage cut across socioeconomic sectors, and 
identities based around mixed heritage were not necessarily perceived as more 
important than other lines of gender, class and location.  One woman in New 
Zealand felt that where she had grown up had influenced her more than her 
cultural heritage. 
In a way I think your lifestyle growing up and stuff like that has more of an 
impact on who you are and how, how you see yourself and other people. 
Like, um, because there’s plenty of, plenty of Asians that have come from really 
well off families, and have a way different outlook to life. 
And… my family wasn’t that well off, and so, I suppose I identified more with 
the people of that area, where people are not so well off.  Yeah, so.   
Around here, it’s like quite multicultural. 
(Jasmine Orana, NZ, 25, female, Singaporean Chinese/Pakeha New Zealander) 
 
Jasmine’s story highlighted that her childhood lifestyle and geographical and 
socioeconomic experiences, meant that she felt a strong connection to the place 
she was living, as opposed to a symbolic connection to her Asian heritage.  For 
her, and for others, lived experience overtook ethnic identification in importance, 
when she considered her practices in day-to-day life. 
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Asia and the West 
 Asian and Western were terms used by participants both in Singapore 
and in New Zealand when discussing their ancestries and identities.  Participants 
used these signifiers in a number of ways, often to refer to cultural, spatial, 
historical and geographical bases for identity, rather than the ethnic/racial 
undertones of Chinese and European.  This often set up a dichotomy in 
participants’ stories, holding up Asian identity against Western identity and 
highlighting the perceived differences and contradictions between the two.  For 
many participants, what they saw as Asian and Western culture and ways of life 
were present, but contrasted in their everyday lives. 
 Singaporeans spoke of being Asian much more frequently than being 
Chinese, perhaps because of the ambiguities of nationality, culture and 
immigration status inherent in the term Chinese in Singapore.  Several 
participants described how they felt more Asian than Western, as a result of their 
life experiences and feelings of belonging in Singapore.  One woman, Skye, 
described how she was proud to be Asian, but this was something that had 
changed, as in her childhood she was heavily influenced by discourses which 
privileged Western culture over Asian culture.  Another woman described how 
she felt more Asian “on the inside”, as her physical appearance led people to 
overlook her Asian heritage.   
And um, yeah, but basically, I think, I feel more comfortable hanging out with 
Asians, ‘cause like um, I kind of feel more Asian on the inside in some ways.   
Like I feel like it’s easier to approach them.   
Um, I don’t know if that’s part of like, because you know,  
Asians are sort of really fond of Eurasians and stuff. […] 
Um, as opposed to like white people, I just, I don’t feel like I,  
I really sort of made an impression on them like, in a way.   
But um, yeah I like hanging out with them, but sometimes I feel like out of 
place,  
because I think, um, well, I look like a more white Eurasian.   
And, so, when I hang out with all the Asians, I look like sort of one of those 
white people who like, want to be Asian. 
Like, and not really recognized as like half Asian perhaps. 
(Amber Smith, SG, 19, female, Singaporean Chinese/Anglo Australian) 
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For Amber, Asian culture was more welcoming and accepting of her mixed 
background, and provided a way for her to assert her (often invisible) heritage.  
This also brought Amber some discomfort, given the dissonance between how 
she felt she was perceived, and her sense of identification.  Her story highlighted 
her search to reconcile internal and external perceptions, against a narrative of 
distinctly racialized groups.  Yet for the majority of Singaporean participants, 
being both Asian and Western was something they negotiated in their everyday 
lives, without necessarily privileging one over the other.  As described by 
Hannah: 
And she would ask me, she would often ask me,  
“Do you feel that you relate to the Asian culture or to the Western culture?” 
I couldn’t answer her.  I couldn’t.  
(Hannah Alley, SG, 33, female, Singaporean Chinese/Welsh) 
 
This negotiation between cultures was frequently expressed in terms of “values”, 
as related to family, morals, social norms and cultural practices.  Traditional 
values were typically seen by participants as Asian, while more flexible and 
“modern” notions were assigned as Western.  
As described in Chapter Four, the national discourse in Singapore around 
Asian values has been pervasive.  Such values and traditions have been portrayed 
as a form of cultural grounding, providing a moral base for an Asian population 
in a rapidly modernizing (and Westernizing) city-state.  Asian values have been 
conceptualized as integral to being Singaporean, equating a Singaporean identity 
with a wider understanding of being Asian.  This conflation was reflected in 
participants’ discussions of family values and Asianness, particularly for 
individuals who had grown up in the 1980s and 1990s, when these discourses 
became more prominent.  Many Singaporean participants described their 
relationship and position within their family as a way of being Asian: respecting 
elders, living close to family, meeting family on a regular basis, and having a 
wider sense of responsibility for the family’s well-being. 
Participants also contrasted what they saw as Asian values, and how they 
understood Western values.  For one woman, the difference in the families’ 
reactions to her sexuality was marked: 
And, it’s so interesting, because the difference is so huge.   
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You know, you’ve got one family who, they leave you to do whatever, but 
they’re so accepting and accommodating of whatever you do, which is my dad’s 
side.   
And then you’ve got my mum’s side, who are so in your face, and so like “what 
are you doing?  What’s going on?”  
and just like want to know everything all the time, but then judge you so much 
on what you are doing.  
(Anne McNeil, SG, 27, female, Singaporean Chinese/English) 
 
Anne described the Western family as accepting her relationship with her 
girlfriend, and the Asian family disapproving of her lifestyle.  For her, Asian 
family values were more constrained, illustrating traditional expectations of her 
role as a daughter and as a woman.  For Philippa Warner in New Zealand, the 
difference between the Asian and Western sides of her family was equally 
marked, but in a different way.  The Asian side of her family was also more 
involved, but in a positive way, reflecting traditional conceptions of hospitality 
and family generosity which she didn’t see in the other side of her family. 
One Singaporean man described how he took values from both the Asian 
and Western sides, breaking down the monolithic labels and piecing together 
what he saw as valuable.  He even questioned the dichotomy between the two, 
bringing his ancestry down to the micro level of his parents, and questioning the 
stereotypes around Asia and the West. 
We had this discussion for if you’re… 
Are you more proud of your Western heritage or your Asian heritage?   
I think it depends which part of the heritage, lah. 
I mean… I think Western heritage in the sense that, um, the way they look at 
things in Australia, the perspective on life.  I think that’s important as well.   
But I think also, Asian…  
I think recently, ever since, I mean now that I don’t think so much about this, 
it’s more Asian heritage, lah.   
In the sense that… um… these are more stereotypes, again, ah? 
‘Cause when… the emphasis on filial piety, um, emphasis on family, um… hard 
work, kind of thing.   
Not to say that the West doesn’t adopt this also, but just the stereotype people 
have, ah. 
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So stereotypically, I guess, I think the last few years more Asian values, as 
opposed to Western values.   
Although, no one really knows what Asian values are in the first place, lah. 
[laughs]  Yeah.  Orientalist term, ah. [laughs] 
(Terence Peaks, SG, 26, male, Filipino Chinese/Anglo Australian) 
 
His story reflected both accommodation and subversion, as he described Asian 
and Western ways of life, while also asking himself what these terms mean.  He 
illustrated how broad categories for belonging can be both adopted and 
questioned, as participants constructed a value system drawn from their 
experiences of their heritage and day to day life. 
 
Being Chinese and  European 
In describing the ways in which they felt Chinese and European (and 
both at once), participants spoke of symbolic connections and practical 
expressions of culture.  Experiences and knowledge of language, traditions, food 
and festivals were important manifestations of culture for individuals in both 
countries.  As in previous literature, such cultural practices and memories of 
cultural exposure had an important impact on participants’ identities (see Khanna 
2004; Waters 1990), and particularly how they viewed their connections to either 
side of their heritage.  
Language was a particularly influential practice linked with cultural 
connection.  Participant groups differed when it came to linguistic ability.  When 
asked in the survey “What languages do you speak?”, 34.3% of respondents in 
Singapore spoke both English and either Mandarin or Cantonese, while 40% 
spoke English and two other languages.  In New Zealand, only 20% spoke 
English and Mandarin or Cantonese, with 64% speaking only English.  When it 
came to most comfortable language, 77.1% of the Singapore sample was most 
comfortable in English, with the remainder stating that they were comfortably 
bilingual.  92% of the New Zealand sample was most comfortable only in 
English.  These differences reflect, to a large extent, the language policies of the 
respective education systems in each country – in Singapore, a second language is 
compulsory from primary school, and is ostensibly based along racial lines (“the 
mother tongue” of the race).  Despite this, English was the comfortable language 
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for the majority of respondents in both countries, and was often a taken-for-
granted link to national and cultural identity.  One man described his connections 
between culture, language and family: 
As much as I hate to say it, I don’t really know my mum’s side very well.   
I prefer going on holidays with my dad’s side than my mum’s side.   
That’s purely from… I guess I never… the language barrier’s a big thing for me.   
And, ‘cause you can’t get over the language barrier, you just can’t relate to 
people.   
But… I kind of wish I did know the language ‘cause I could get to know my 
mum’s side better. 
(Jacob Roberts, NZ, 24, male, Malaysian Chinese/Pakeha New Zealander) 
 
He highlighted what many participants mentioned: the power of language in 
strengthening a familial bond.  His story presented a “barrier” between him and 
his extended family, the cultural differences that have come to be represented in 
his language ability.  For him, and for others, speaking the language of the family 
in question meant that participants could feel a stronger bond, using language as 
a demonstration of belonging and cultural connection. 
In Singapore, more participants spoke of negotiating multiple languages.  
For some families, it was a conscious decision to stick to one language, usually 
English, within the family.  For others, English was the dominant language by 
default.  The lack of a second language was felt by these participants, who often 
expressed regret at not being bilingual.  Speaking Mandarin particularly was seen 
as an important link to Chinese culture, and a way to back up a symbolic link to 
heritage.  It was also seen as a connection to Singapore, and a way to practically 
demonstrate feelings of being authentically Asian, reflecting the success of the 
“Speak Mandarin” campaign.  One woman, Amber, saw language as a way to 
assert the reality of her Asian heritage, and “prove” to others that she was half 
Chinese, and connected to her heritage.  For her, being a “proper Eurasian” 
meant exhibiting characteristics that were both authentically Asian and 
authentically European, and most importantly, having other people believe her.  
Other individuals were bilingual, and moved easily between English and 
Cantonese or Mandarin, code-switching depending on context.  This allowed for 
a closer connection to both sides of the family for many people. 
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Bilingualism also involved other languages.  Two participants spoke 
fluent French and English, both having Singaporean fathers and French mothers.  
One woman spoke English and Indonesian, as the language of her Indonesian 
Chinese father. Singlish, as a local dialect, was an important language in the 
Singaporean context.  Many participants described switching between English 
and Singlish with their families, friends and in local neighbourhoods.  Some 
participants mentioned that others would not expect them to speak Singlish, 
assuming that their backgrounds excluded them from this Singaporean mark of 
identity. 
In the New Zealand context, far fewer participants were able to switch 
easily between two languages.  One woman, Melanie Townsend, was fluent in 
both Mandarin and English, and attributed this to both her parents being fluent 
in both languages.  Several others described understanding basic words in a 
second language and having language classes as children, but stressed that in the 
context they grew up in, they never needed to speak another language.  For 
participants whose Chinese parent had grown up in New Zealand, their language 
skills were often limited, and it was less natural for them to pass on the language 
to their children.  Similar to the Singaporean examples, many participants 
expressed the desire to speak Mandarin or Cantonese better, particularly as they 
grew older and began to consider passing on heritage to the next generation. 
Language was an important part of fitting in to the wider social context in 
both countries.  In New Zealand, participants or their parents often attempted to 
minimize difference by focusing on speaking English to better blend in.  In 
Singapore, language carried with it another set of connotations, drawing on the 
shifting government policies on language, racial identity and national belonging.  
The oldest participant in Singapore grew up speaking English, with some 
exposure to Cantonese.  
So I got familiar with Cantonese because that was the… the language spoken in 
the house and I think in general you either grew up in a Cantonese environment 
or a Hokkien or a Teochew, what do you call those,  
Kampongs or whatever.   
Until the Mandarin issue came in then everyone went haywire.   
Even now today when I go to Hong Kong, it sounds very familiar.   
The… the words sound familiar because we grew up listening to those kind of 
words and I don’t…  
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I don’t feel threatened but if I feel…   
I walk down in Taiwan or whatever I would not know what they were talking 
about.  China also I wouldn’t know and to a certain extent even here.   
In… in some housing estates I don’t know what they are saying.   
I can walk there, I have no clue what they are talking about.   
They’re talking in Mandarin and I have no way of understanding and it feels 
very… I would say threatening, you know, because you do not know what they 
are saying.   
They could be saying anything, you know, that’s the trouble.  
(David Faulkner, SG, 64, male, Singaporean Chinese/White British) 
 
For David, the later government emphasis on speaking Mandarin left him feeling 
excluded and foreign, particularly in certain neighbourhoods.  He described the 
minimization of other dialects by the “Speak Mandarin” campaign, as well as the 
ambiguous role of English: as an overarching official language, not associated 
with a particular group, de-legitimizing his “mother tongue” by default.  His story 
highlighted his exclusion from the language/race alignment in the CMIO 
framework, and the way in which he felt othered, and even threatened, by 
language as a marker of belonging.   
The predominance of Mandarin in everyday life was also difficult for 
Andrew, who felt that speaking English was a point of pride, and an important 
part of his identity.   
I will speak Mandarin with people sometimes, and I will stop and refuse to 
speak it.   
I want to speak English.   
And then, it makes it more difficult for me, so I create my own difficulty.   
And then some people say why don’t you just speak Mandarin, it’s easier for us, 
I don’t want to do that, you see.   
I feel as if, I’m caving in to the expectations of the majority.   
In order to blend in, you’ve got to speak Mandarin.   
In Singapore English is the working language, and it should be the language that 
cuts across the ethnic groups.   
And it has for a long time.   
So for, I don’t know why, I’m proud of speaking English.   
So, I would like my children to be armed with Mandarin,  
and Jeanne says they must learn French.   
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So her French culture and her French heritage is very strong.   
So I think we will have to do that. 
She says that she wants to speak to our children in French, and I’ll speak to 
them in Mandarin, and English,  
we’ll speak to them in order to get them to learn those languages as much as 
possible. 
(Andrew Wang-Jones, SG, 36, male, English and German/Eurasian) 
 
He saw a disconnect between the emphasis on Mandarin and the status of 
English in Singapore, making him feel that he needed to uphold English for 
himself.  Tellingly, he spoke of needing to “arm” his children with Mandarin, 
providing them with the necessary tools to fit in and belong in Singapore – 
something that he continued to struggle with.  Language for him was something 
of a battle, a negotiation between the public and private aspects of his identity. 
The emphasis on language as connected to heritage in Singapore was 
emphasized by the requirement to learn a “mother tongue” at school.  For 
participants who spoke English at home, the requirement to learn Mandarin, as 
the “mother tongue” of their race, was weighty.  A number described failing 
Mandarin as a subject in school, often needing extra tuition to pass the class.  For 
these individuals, Mandarin had no connection to their home lives and families, 
and they felt at a disadvantage compared to those who spoke Mandarin in their 
daily lives.  One woman found herself confused by the category of “mother 
tongue” and its connections to her as a person. 
And then also bilingualism was introduced into the education system,  
so apart from the English language as the administrative language and teaching 
and all that,  
children were encouraged to take on what you would call their mother tongue.   
And that term in itself confused the heck out of me, because what is my mother 
tongue? [laughs]  
I mean, I grew up with English at home, so English is my mother tongue.   
But then I, I had grandparents, great-grandparents from Portugal, and from 
China, so, I was, it was difficult.   
I mean, as a child, to figure out where you actually belong, I mean, what slot? 
(Sandra Pereira-Ivansson, SG, 36, female, Hakka and Peranakan Chinese/Chinese and 
Portuguese) 
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She ended up deliberately distancing herself from Mandarin as a language, and 
the culture that she saw accompanying it.  As a young child, she felt that her 
identity was not in any way connected with this language, and so she emphasized 
the role of English in her life.  Her narrative carefully worked around ideas of 
reinforcement, as she took on ideas of language and cultural alignment within a 
racial framework, asking “what slot?”.  Interestingly, she reflected the state 
discourse regarding language and heritage, questioning for herself what her true 
“mother tongue” would be. 
In addition to language, food was commonly discussed as a way to 
connect to (or disconnect from) heritage.  Participants in both countries 
described the mix of food, reflecting a mix of cultures, that they ate growing up.  
For most people, diversity of food was unremarkable, and many enjoyed talking 
at length about their childhood favourites and their connections between family 
and food.  Singaporean participants spoke with particular gusto, reflecting a 
common Singaporean enthusiasm for different cuisines.  In both contexts, food 
was seen as tangible link to culture, both in positive and negative ways.   For 
some, fondness for Chinese food was the strongest link to that side of their 
heritage.  Food also served as a point of connection, allowing for a sharing of 
culture and communication across generations, even when there were linguistic 
barriers. 
Food emphasized both feelings of belonging and exclusion.  One woman 
in New Zealand felt that Chinese food was quite foreign to her, mirroring her 
feelings about her heritage. 
I usually eat Western food.   
Um… I started branching out recently when I met my, my last boyfriend, my 
boyfriend that I’m with at the moment, the Taiwanese Chinese guy. 
Um… ‘cause he was like “oh well, we should open you up a little bit more, you 
know, if you’re, if you’re struggling so much with being, you know, half Asian, 
maybe if we, if you were more open to things of Chinese culture and things, 
why don’t we just, you know, why don’t you try eating this sort of thing, and use 
chopsticks, and do this, and dadada, I’ll teach you some Mandarin” ‘cause he 
can speak Mandarin. 
And, um… so, I, recently, I’ve started eating a lot more Chinese food, but… if I 
had a choice over eating like, going to Chinese restaurant, or having like Italian, 
I’d choose Italian [laughs].  
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Yeah, so… yeah.  I don’t… we don’t… even when my dad cooks, he won’t 
cook Chinese food.   
Hmmm… the closest we get is like stir fried vegetables. 
Like my dad will be more likely to cook like, an Indian curry for dinner, even 
though he’s Chinese.  Than to cook like, something Chinese, I don’t know 
[laughs]. 
(Jenny Griffiths, NZ, 25, female, Pakeha New Zealander/Chinese New Zealander) 
 
Jenny’s story again highlighted her sense of disconnection from her heritage, as 
her feelings of belonging were not always recognized by others.  Her boyfriend 
had taken it upon himself to better acquaint her with a culture that he saw as 
hers, yet she did not identify in the same way.  Chinese food was exotic and 
unusual for her, and served as a marker of her unease with the complexity of her 
ancestry, nationality and cultural affiliations. 
Food and stories about food often addressed gender roles and 
highlighted connections between family and gendered cultural identity (see Ali 
2003:112).  The majority of Singaporean participants spoke of their mothers or 
maids preparing food when they were children.  Some mentioned that their 
mothers cooked both Asian and Western food, and for them, this mixture was 
normal.  Others described how they had a mix of foods, particularly because of 
the preferences of one parent: the father, for instance, preferring to eat only 
Western food, as was the case for Hannah and Alastair.  This illustrates the 
intersections between familial gender roles, culture, and food as a cultural 
practice.  For these families, compromises and flexible interpretations of culture 
and heritage were expressed by traditions surrounding food. 
In New Zealand, participants also spoke of their mothers as the primary 
cooks in the family, although for some families, food preparation was equally 
shared between parents.  Food was closely linked to appreciation of culture, and 
often had associations to do with extended family and family traditions: many 
spoke of Chinese grandmothers and the importance of food as a way of bringing 
family together.  For Alexis and her family, food was a way of emphasizing 
integration, with “typical Kiwi” food being the norm.  Others were conscious of 
the different foods they ate at home when they were children.  However, this 
generally shifted towards a fondness for a diversity of foods as they grew older, 
with home food seen as comfort food.   
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In both New Zealand and Singapore, rice was important in participants’ 
stories.  Many people agreed with Ang, that “…rice arguably sets Asians apart 
from Westerners” (2007:177): 
The thing is, I think if you ask me whether I’m a bread or rice person, I’m rice, 
lah.   
Not bread, ah. [laughs] 
(Terence Peaks, SG, 26, male, Filipino Chinese/Anglo Australian) 
 
In terms of other stuff, like eating rice.  Our friends always laughed at us, but 
we… that’s all we ate was rice and meat dishes and stuff. 
Um, and I just remember, I actually did a facebook posting not long ago saying 
“oh, you know you’re Chinese when you sort of carry a sack of rice through 
town and think nothing of it”.  You know… 
But yeah… and my friends thought that was quite funny. 
(Nathan Fleming, NZ, 39, male, American Chinese/Pakeha New Zealander) 
 
Both narrative fragments used rice as a way to distinguish Chinese identity from 
European practices.  This bread (or potatoes)/rice and Asian/Western 
dichotomy was echoed in many other stories.  Rice was seen as a marker of 
difference in New Zealand, of sameness in Singapore, and in both cases, was a 
way for participants to practically show their connections to their heritage.  
Stories around rice allowed participants to emphasis their links to their Asian 
heritage, particularly in the New Zealand context where differences and 
diversities in “Asian” culture are often overlooked.  For many, including Nathan 
and Paul, rice was comfort food, and an assertion of their family backgrounds.  
For others, such as Jenny, not eating rice highlighted their feelings of distance 
from their heritage, and their connections with experiences growing up.  Eating 
rice was then seen as a way of being Chinese, a practical demonstration of 
difference or a point of commonality. 
 Festivals and celebrations were another way of practically demonstrating 
both cultural and national connections.  Participants spoke of festivals as a way 
to reaffirm heritage and identity, and a way to feel part of a wider national 
identity (see also Ali 2003).  In Singapore, celebrating Chinese New Year allowed 
some participants to feel part of a greater Singaporean community, celebrating 
and emphasizing their connection to Singapore.  For others, the festival 
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emphasized their difference from the majority, as they celebrated differently from 
the majority population.  For some, a combination of festivals illustrated their 
connections to multiple cultures. 
I love the fact that I can celebrate Chinese New Year and Christmas.  
I love that, I think that’s great.   
I think anybody who comes from two different cultures has that, you know? 
And I think that’s it’s great.  And I think it should be celebrated, I don’t think it 
should ever be just, you just do one or you just do the other. 
Um… I just, yeah.  I love that.  I loooove that. 
I think everybody should celebrate both.  
(Anne McNeil, SG, 27, female, Singaporean Chinese/British) 
 
This narrative of subversion allowed Anne to celebrate and feel connected to two 
cultures, while not excluding either.  She took this idea even further, suggesting 
that everyone “who comes from two different cultures” should be able to 
celebrate in this way, pushing against a single race framework.   
In New Zealand, celebrating festivals such as Christmas was largely taken 
for granted by participants, highlighting their (sometimes unnoticed) feelings of 
belonging in the country.  Celebrating Chinese festivals was seen as a point of 
difference, and a way to emphasize their connection to a minority culture.  For a 
large number, having grown up in New Zealand, these celebrations were more 
symbolic acknowledgements of difference, rather than reflecting deep 
connections with Chinese culture.  This did not make their feelings of connection 
any less genuine, merely illustrating a variant on how Chineseness was 
understood and expressed in the New Zealand context. 
 
Public and Private identities: exclusion and reinforcement 
 Ancestry was then interpreted in different ways for participants, 
encompassing aspects of Chineseness, understandings of being European, and 
negotiations between the two.  Individuals narrated a sense of identity for 
themselves, but inevitably, these nuanced understandings were both created and 
constrained by the reactions of and interactions with others.  Racial and ethnic 
identity is widely understand as a dialectical process: constructed from within and 
from without (Lee 2008:23).  A number of previous studies on both ethnic/racial 
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and “mixed” identity have found that external perceptions and denials of identity 
have a particularly powerful effect on an individual’s view of themselves (see, for 
example, Butler-Sweet 2011; Cheryan and Monin 2005; Oikawa and Yoshida 
2007).  For participants in both countries, a key theme in their stories was that of 
external acceptance and belonging.  Set apart from how they personally identified 
themselves, seen in narratives of accommodation and transcendence particularly, 
individuals spoke of how others reinforced or denied their feelings of belonging.  
In Singapore, Richard described how his feelings of being Chinese changed over 
time, as his peers denied his identity as authentically Chinese. 
‘Cause back then you get all the questions, so you start… and you’re hanging 
with all these Chinese kids.   
And so you start wondering, you start thinking to yourself that you are one of 
them, you are Chinese yourself.   
And then, yeah.   
They, they constantly remind you that you’re not. 
So… yeah.  And over the years you kind of accept that. 
(Richard Ong, SG, 22, male, Singaporean Chinese/Anglo Australian) 
 
His narrative described an interaction between internal and external perceptions 
of his identity, as the questioning of others leads him to question himself.  His 
personal negotiations of belonging became less about accommodation, and more 
about acceptance: reinforcing the reality of social divisions.  Another woman 
portrayed belonging as an either/or, based on external perceptions.  
I think it’s like acceptance by other people around you,  
and like them agreeing that you belong. 
Um, so like, yeah.   
If no one doubts your belonging then I think that’s where you belong. 
(Amber Smith, SG, 19, female, Singaporean Chinese/Anglo Australian) 
 
For Amber, unless everyone agreed that she belonged, she felt like an outsider: a 
purely external definition of belonging.  Her story illustrated a black and white 
narrative of reinforcement, through acceptance or rejection.  This led to powerful 
feelings of alienation for her, from both the national and ethnic groups in which 
she felt she could have belonged. 
Participants reported similar sentiments in New Zealand, as feelings of 
ethnic identity were not always reinforced by others within that ethnic group.  
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Melanie highlighted the importance of phenotype as an ethnic marker of 
belonging, as her appearance led others to believe that she was not Chinese, 
despite her strong feelings of Chineseness.  Paul expressed close personal 
connections to both sides of his heritage, but had found that neither side 
accepted him as “truly belonging”. He worked to accommodate internal and 
external differences, as he allowed for dissonance.  For him, the public and 
private versions of his identity could remain distinct, as his identifications were 
influenced by, but not determined by, the perceptions of others. 
Interestingly, Andrew in Singapore discussed the relationship between 
external perceptions and his reactions to these perceptions.   
Maybe I’m being to hard on myself? 
Maybe, you’ll find that in the scheme of things,  
people don’t care too much. 
Maybe first and second, they’ll say  
“who’s this bald headed fellow who looks quite white?  Is he one of us?”   
But maybe they’ll move along.   
Maybe, this chip on my shoulder I talked about, maybe I’m playing it up. 
Maybe it’s simply not there.   
This, this, this, this subjectivity of it all is quite delusionary, you know? 
Maybe it is. 
Maybe if I were to ignore a lot more, maybe it wouldn’t, maybe it would go 
away.  I think it’s… maybe, by being conscious about,  
at some subconscious level, I’m playing up that difference. 
You know, in terms of my disposition, my body language, I come off as being 
unfriendly.   
Maybe if I just tried to blend in, whatever that means, maybe it would be a lot 
better. 
So I think perhaps it is.   
Perhaps it is the whole thing that goes with you.   
Push hard on the world, and the world pushes hard on you.  If you push gently, 
it will push gently back. 
Maybe if I’m more gentle about it, maybe people will be gentler with me. 
But maybe it’s something that I’m creating out of my own perception.  Of the 
world.  Yeah. 
But I have to resolve this.  Because I… she and I find that, yeah.  It’s just very 
tiring.
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It shouldn’t be tiring, it shouldn’t be tiring from the very society you come 
from. 
(Andrew Wang-Jones, SG, 36, male, English and German/Eurasian) 
 
For him, national identity was closely tied to racial identification, reflecting the 
structures and history of Singapore.  He highlighted the difficult to conceptualize 
relationship between agency and structure, between personal feelings and social 
reactions, questioning his role in how others saw him.  His narrative was very 
self-aware, illustrating both subversion in this awareness, and a reinforcing desire 
for simplicity of belonging.  He appeared uncertain in his questioning, repeating 
“maybe” and “perhaps”, as he sought for a better understanding of his own 
uncertain positioning.  This narrative presented him as excluded, and weary of 
asserting his identity and sense of belonging to Singapore.  His personal sense of 
being Singaporean, and necessarily a legitimately racialized Singaporean, was 
constantly denied.  As a result, he questioned whether he could work to change 
the perceptions of others, or whether he should temper his own expectations, in 
order to feel that he belonged. 
A similar dissonance was echoed when participants talked about their 
families and friends, and the similarities and differences with how strangers 
would see them.  In participating in this research, one woman in New Zealand 
found that her husband’s and friends’ perceptions of her Chinese identity were 
different to her own. 
Well, it’s funny you ask that, because when I was doing the questionnaire online, 
my husband was standing there like shouting out answers for me, ‘cause I was 
reading them out, and he was trying to answer for me [laughs]. 
And his answers were completely different to mine. 
It did make me think, huh actually… yeah.   
‘Cause, one of them, was about, you know, what percentage are you Kiwi versus 
Chinese or something like that culturally, and he was like “100% Kiwi!” and I 
was thinking “no, it’s more like 75%”, I would say.   
And I think… and I asked a few other people after this experience with him, 
like, what do you see, like how do you see me?  And they were all like “yeah, no 
I don’t see any Chinese at all, nothing.” [laughs]  
And no, I still feel like I’ve a sense of Chinese to me. 
(Alexis Conrad, NZ, 33, female, Chinese New Zealander/New Zealand European) 
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Her story highlighted public and private differences, but also more intimate 
differences within family.  For Alexis, Kiwi and Chinese were necessarily distinct, 
and she found ways to identify with both.  She reflected the ways in which 
ethnicity can be private and symbolic (and potentially imperceptible), subverting 
wider narratives of belonging by allowing herself a different way of being 
Chinese.  
 The social reality of mixed identities often came to the fore when 
discussing physical appearance and external reactions to phenotype.  Mixedness 
can be marked on the body as a form of difference, and this difference is 
interpreted in highly gendered ways (Alcoff 2006:5; Perkins 2005:112).  The 
interpretations and reactions of others towards physical appearance can have a 
strong impact on how individual see themselves.  Of course, interpretations of 
phenotype are relative for the self and for others, and while phenotype is 
important, previous research on mixedness has come to no firm conclusions 
about the power of appearance in shaping identity (Khanna 2004, 2012; Song 
2010a). 
 In this study, participants often spoke of being judged and categorized on 
the basis of their physical appearance, and how they thought that others saw 
them (Khanna 2011; Song and Aspinall 2012).  Individuals found this external 
judgment destabilizing, as it frequently contradicted how they saw themselves.  
They described being constantly “raced”: having their identities simplified on the 
basis of their physical features (Perkins 2007:11).  These assumptions about 
identity often went hand-in-hand with positive and negative stereotypes about 
mixedness and minority groups.   
One man in Singapore felt that his ambiguous appearance would allow 
him a certain amount of leeway, but not as much as he had imagined when he 
was younger. 
I thought when I was growing up, that I was very chameleon – that I could 
stand in a Chinese you know, like…  
Stand around Chinese and look like Chinese.   
Stand around English, look like English, you know.   
But, no, I think they see the difference clearer than I do.   
I… I do have a bit of a…  
I think all the Eurasians have a bit of a cosmopolitan face, you know,  
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and so they can pass off a little bit but the people within themselves will know 
that you’re not.   
You’re different definitely.   
You have got distinct features that make you look different from the crowd.   
Yeah, you can’t hide!  You can’t merge. 
(David Faulkner, SG, 64, male, Singaporean Chinese/White British) 
 
For David, he could superficially “pass” as English or Chinese, but “authentic” 
Chinese or English people (defining himself as inauthentic as a result) would 
know that he was not genuine.  This concept of “passing” is frequently discussed 
in the North American context, drawing on a long history of black/white 
relations (see Khanna and Johnson 2010; Smith 1994; Williams 1997).  In this 
study, a small number of individuals described how their physical appearance and 
cultural aptitude enabled them to “pass” – to appear to be a member of a singular 
racialized group, without being marked as different.  This was more common in 
New Zealand, as individuals were able to identify with the majority group. 
But in terms of being Chinese, nah, no one really probably knew.   
‘Cause I was, well my sister did her own thing, and it was a big school, so no 
one would have linked us. 
And in terms of the way, I don’t know, I didn’t really,  
I don’t think I exhibited outwardly Chinese traits if there are any.   
So no one would have known. 
(Nathan Fleming, NZ, 39, male, American Chinese/Pakeha New Zealander) 
 
Nathan’s narrative highlighted how his feelings of identity and others’ 
perceptions aligned neatly, as he distanced himself from “Chinese” traits.  Other 
individuals described how this was a result of both appearance, and of cultural 
upbringing, and how, unless told otherwise, others would assume commonality 
rather than difference.  Rose Stein’s mother told her that she was glad that she 
looked predominantly European, as her life would be easier in New Zealand, 
reflecting dominant social narratives of inclusion and belonging.  
In Singapore, ambiguous appearance was often related to stereotypes 
around Eurasian identity and “mixed race”, for both men and women. Several 
individuals commented on these stereotypes, and how these did not match the 
reality of their lives, as they drew on historical prejudices around European and 
Asian identities.  Safiyah Matthews mentioned that others had thought that as a 
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Eurasian, she would be arrogant and promiscuous.  She linked this stereotyping 
to the reliance on race as a categorizing principle in Singapore, a sentiment 
echoed by this story: 
The old expression for Eurasians used to be “Happy Charlie”.  I don’t know 
where that comes from, but they’d say the “Happy Charlie”, the Eurasians are… 
the British colonizers would call them party-goers, bossing people round, 
holding high positions.  Really just the leisure class they used to be. 
And we still have that today.   
I always get that from… I got that from a taxi driver, he just said, “you look like 
a player to me”.   
I said “excuse me, you don’t know me.  How can you say I’m a player?  What 
do you mean by a player?”   
“You know, all Eurasians, always chasing women, chasing skirts…” 
(Andrew Wang-Jones, SG, 36, male, English and German/Eurasian) 
 
For Andrew, race categorization and stereotypes were at odds with wider 
discourses of multiracial harmony in Singaporean society.  His “mixed race” 
identity placed him outside of singular racial categories, but nevertheless, 
subjected him to racialized assumptions about his character and morality.  He 
found the Eurasian stereotypes particularly tiresome, wishing to decouple 
ascribed notions of group identity from individual characteristics and 
experiences. 
In New Zealand, appearance was an important part of women’s stories.  
However, there was less of a tendency to fall back on stereotypes of “mixed 
race”, and more of a focus on features that identified someone as a minority.  
Almost half of the women described looking Chinese or Asian, and how that 
point of difference made them stand out growing up.  Several of the women 
talked about the concept of “normal”: 
I wished that I was normal.  All the time.   
And I wished that my name wasn’t Alexis, I wished I was called Jessica, or… 
Elizabeth, or something normal.   
I just wanted to be normal.  Yeah. 
But now, I’m so glad that I’m different, you know.   
It goes, I’m glad that it goes the other way when you get older. 
(Alexis Conrad, NZ, 33, female, Chinese New Zealander/New Zealand European) 
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Her narrative described normal as a white New Zealander, positioning physical 
and symbolic markers of Asian identity as abnormal and undesirable for her in 
her youth.  For Alexis, Jenny, Rose and Li Lin (among others), feelings of 
belonging and normality were intricately tied in with appearance and other 
markers which set them apart from the majority group.  For some, these feelings 
passed as they grew older, and difference became a point of interest, rather than 
of exclusion.  For three women, their heritage and difference continued to cause 
them discomfort, as in the following fragment: 
Sometimes I think I still get, like pangs of “oh I just wish that I was just like… I 
wish I was just a white person”, like I wish…  
which sucks, and nobody should ever think that.   
But, um… sometimes stuff happens, and you’re like, “I wish…” 
Life would probably just be easier if I was just a standard, blond haired, white 
person [laughs]. 
But yeah, I guess you have to have those times, everyone does. 
(Li Lin Zhen, NZ, 22, female, Pakeha New Zealander/Fijian Chinese) 
 
Her story highlighted this same understanding of normality, reinforcing wider 
narratives of race and belonging in New Zealand.  For these women, the 
dissonance between external interpretations of appearance, and their own 
feelings of belonging left them feeling isolated and disconnected.  Jenny used 
very visual words in her story, as she described how she would look at herself, 
without seeing her physical characteristics, and view herself as “just a Kiwi”.   
I think like other people see me as, like some people think I’m full Asian, and so 
they’d think…  
they’d see me and think, even if they talk to me, they still may think… like 
although I have a totally Kiwi accent, and everything, they’d still think that I…  
they’d have these misconceptions and expectations that I… am like… fully 
immersed in an Asian culture. 
Whereas, I see myself as like a… without looking at me, if I saw myself [laughs],  
you can’t really do that, but I um, would just, I would view myself as… like a, 
just a Kiwi. 
‘Cause I’m fully Westernized, like I don’t, I don’t do anything Asian at all. 
I don’t even really like Asian food [laughs]. 
(Jenny Griffiths, NZ, 25, female, Pakeha New Zealander/Chinese New Zealander) 
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As shown by her language, her visibility played an important role in her feelings 
of identity.  She felt that her appearance betrayed a heritage that she did not 
identify with, and had even come to resent in her everyday life.  Her story pushed 
at this public/private dissonance, while at the same time reinforcing difference in 
her understandings of Asian as necessarily distinct from Kiwi.   
One woman, Anne, in Singapore had a similar experience of wanting to 
change herself, but in her case, exclusion from the Singaporean Chinese 
community led her to disconnect from feelings of Chineseness.  As someone 
with a larger build and ambiguous features, she described how she was ostracized 
as a child, both by her peers and institutionally, through the school system which 
labeled her as overweight and abnormal. 
You know, when I was here in school, I had to join like the trim and fit club.   
And, um, you know they were always, “oh you’re fat, you’re fat, you’re fat” and 
when I was a kid, I wasn’t fat.  You know, and I was a very active child.  And, 
but I have very big bones. 
And, they don’t get that here.  You know, and… and, I know that now, but I’m 
27 years old. 
You know, and, I hated that as well.   
You know, because it just made me feel like I wasn’t pretty, and I wasn’t 
attractive, and you know, I mean, I didn’t wear skirts for years, you know. 
And, I remember when I was like, when I… I only started wearing skirts 
actually, because one of my friends in England was like “why don’t you wear 
any skirts?” and I was like “ I don’t like them.”   
And he was like, “but why? You’ve got really nice legs” and I was like “no I 
don’t, shut up, you don’t know anything.” 
And, you know, but… so when I came back I was like… is that going to happen 
again?  Am I going to get to that point when I’m like “oh, you know…” do I 
feel comfortable with myself?  Is it ok that look different from everybody else? 
And um, and I had, it has gotten to the point where I’m like “you know what, 
fuck you” like, I don’t care what you think. 
But then that has never allowed me to feel like I belong here. 
(Anne McNeil, SG, 27, female, Singaporean Chinese/English) 
 
Again, phenotype was important, as she felt that her gender, race and physical 
appearance made her an outsider in Singaporean society.  She felt more 
connected to her Chinese heritage as she grew older, as she was better able to 
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make a distinction between private and public identifications.  Her feelings of 
connectedness to her British heritage remained stronger, as she perceived that 
community to have accepted her without question.  She further described how 
her beautiful, ambiguously raced younger sister was bullied at the girls’ school she 
attended.  Based on her appearance, other students spread rumours about her 
promiscuity, reflecting a stereotype of Eurasians as untrustworthy and “players”.  
Another woman experienced, and perpetuated, the same stereotyping, but in 
reverse.  She described how Eurasian girls were frequently beautiful, and often 
worked as models, as she had done.  She described the appeal of the mixed 
“look”: 
It seems like, um, they [mixed models] seem to be in demand.   
The pan-Asian look.  In Singapore. 
Because it’s better than having ah, someone completely white.   
Um… to do an ad, that you know, the locals, the Asians, cannot really relate to 
the face.  So as long as there is kind of an Asian look, it looks more classy and 
also I can relate to the face. 
(Hannah Alley, SG, 33, female, Singaporean Chinese/Welsh) 
 
Hannah’s narrative strongly reinforced ideas of distinctly racialized groups, and 
Eurasian as in-between.  She described a mixed face as more relatable to both 
sides, but interestingly also indicates that a more European Asian face is “more 
classy”, perhaps reflecting lingering historical preferences in Singapore. 
Appearance was not only important for women, and men described a 
distinct set of experiences related to being mixed, particularly in New Zealand.  
Several men discussed the disparity in expectations for mixed men and women in 
New Zealand society.  They indicated that cultural preferences were for larger, 
European looking men, meaning that men who exhibited Asian physical traits 
were not seen as manly or as attractive to the opposite sex.  For women, as in 
Singapore, ambiguous and Asian features were stereotyped as feminine and 
attractive, meaning that mixed women could be accepted more easily (a theory 
which was not necessarily borne out by the experiences of the women above).  
As one man said: 
Oh… I personally was happy, and I don’t know if anyone else would admit this 
but, I’m happy looking European in this society. 
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I would struggle to get dates with chicks, ah, the ones I wanted to go out with, if 
I looked full Chinese. 
Whereas if you’re a Chinese girl in New Zealand, that’s acceptable.   
And you can date just about anyone, and a lot of guys would go for that Chinese 
look.  Whereas a lot of girls would not, definitely not.   
Like I know my brother struggles when it comes to, you know, dating women 
and stuff.  And I’d say part of it is because he’s inherited a lot more of the 
Chinese gene.   
He’s a lot shorter than I am, probably about 2 inches shorter, and looks full on 
Chinese.  So, yeah, I suspect that, you know, it’s not favoured in this society.   
Whereas in New Zealand, the girls’ll go for ah, physically bigger guys, stay away 
from gingers, and you know… a half like me is probably ok, even though I’m 
on the slight build I can, you know. 
But yeah, it’s, I think being European looking is definitely, for this area anyway, 
an advantage. 
(Nathan Fleming, NZ, 39, male, American Chinese/Pakeha New Zealander) 
 
He honestly expressed his relief that he looked more physically European, as 
compared to his brother who looked “full on Chinese”.  He was straightforward 
in his assessment of preference in New Zealand society, identifying primarily as 
European New Zealander.  For him, relationships with and attractiveness to 
women in society played an important part in his identity as a man, and his mixed 
heritage did not prove more important than a social reinforcement of his 
masculinity. 
A second man, Joel Andrews, narrated an interesting experience at 
university, where his heritage, gender and appearance intersected in an 
unexpected way.  He felt that he did not appear particularly Asian or relate to his 
Chinese heritage in a meaningful way, and was content that people treated him as 
such.  However, when he started drinking alcohol in large quantities, he found 
that his face turned very red: a quality which is associated with individuals of 
Asian descent in New Zealand. 
Like when we were, went down to Otago [university] and everyone, you know 
you start drinking and whatever [laughs]. 
And… I don’t if you know, but a lot of Asian people when they drink get really 
flushed, and your face goes red.   
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And, um, like I’d already known about this, I guess I started drinking in school, 
and I knew this happened.   
But it’s a distinctly kind of Asian thing.   
It’s one thing that you know, this bright red flag is your face, and it’s like kind of 
waving and saying like “look at me, I’m drunk!”. 
Um, and that was kind of an interesting thing for me to kind of like deal with.   
‘Cause, you know, for a start it’s kind of embarrassing, but like, by that time, I 
was kind of, you know I wasn’t so embarrassed about my identity.   
So, I’d kind of like, you know, I’d make fun of it by then, by that time, yeah. 
But that’s, I mean… for me, because I’m not visually Chinese that was an 
interesting thing for me, because like the visual aspect is like really present.   
You know it’s almost like I put on this mask that was, you know, a Chinese 
person mask or something. 
(Joel Andrews, NZ, 24, male, Chinese New Zealander/Pakeha New Zealander) 
 
He described feeling as though he had put on a “Chinese person mask”, as his 
red face signaled to others a heritage which was not immediately obvious 
otherwise.  As he felt that his background did not significantly influence how 
others treated him generally, this experience brought different feelings about his 
identity to the fore.  Turning red drew out how powerful physical markers of 
difference can be, placing a mask on his features which revealed as much about 
his heritage, as it concealed about who he thought he was.  
 Difference was not always perceived negatively, and reflecting a historical 
legacy of exoticization, some participants described being seen as exciting and 
exotic.  As described in Chapter Two, such exoticism is closely related to 
marginalization, echoing sentiments of inherent difference, but from a differing 
perspective.  In New Zealand, exoticism was both around being Asian, and 
different, and being mixed as secondary.  Participants were not always 
comfortable with such sentiments, feeling that it emphasized their ethnic 
backgrounds in a way that was unnecessary.  One woman described being 
flattered, but distanced from the celebratory discussions of something that she 
could not control. 
You know, a lot of people think of it as quite a privilege.   
And they think it’s, um, you know, really exotic and desirable, or whatever you 
want to call it.  And I never thought that. Even in my teens.   
But I guess now, when I come to an age where [pause]  
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um, I am aware that people see them like that,  
and I feel flattered, but it feels awkward to me.   
(Melanie Townsend, NZ, 30, female, Taiwan Chinese/Pakeha New Zealander) 
 
Her story highlighted a different form of dissonance, with her background seen 
as exciting by others, and as normal to her.  In Singapore, exoticism tended to be 
more marked around mixedness, as an unusual (and potentially transgressive) 
racial background.  One woman highlighted the changes in public opinion 
towards mixed heritage in Singapore. 
Um, we went through a phase… so, growing up it started off as it wasn’t cool to 
be mixed.  It was not the done thing.   
Then, you know, we went through, I think the 2000s, the year 2000, there was a 
phase of Eurasian children are always prettier, than others, and the boys are 
always more handsome, and it’s suddenly great.   
And then I think now in 2010, it, I think more and more people are just getting, 
it’s kind of more of a more common thing.  And, it’s not longer big like “oh my 
gosh!”, it’s just “alright, you’re Eurasian.” 
(Katrina Henry, SG, 27, female, Singaporean Chinese/English) 
 
Katrina described wider narratives as going through different stages, moving 
from exclusion, towards exoticism, and now, in her opinion, to a place where 
mixed heritage is not seen as particularly exciting.  This chronology reflected her 
national context, with attitudes shifting as Eurasian identity was promoted more 
publicly, and as mixedness was symbolically acknowledged by the state.  This 
view of change represented one perspective towards “mixed race” and racialized 
acceptance, echoed by a number of participants in both countries.  Thus, they 
described increasing levels of intermarriage, and growing numbers of young 
people of mixed heritage, as personal experience and social change intertwined. 
Interestingly, while participants understood the flexibility of phenotype in 
their own families, and the power of external labeling in everyday life, several 
people in either country described how mixedness could be recognized through 
physical characteristics.  James from Singapore described having “this sort of 
innate sense of being able to tell whether or not people have a similar 
background”, while Philippa from New Zealand felt that “you can always tell if 
you are half Chinese half European, or even if someone’s a quarter.  I don’t 
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know why, you can just tell”.  For both, they described a combination of 
physical, cultural and attitudinal characteristics, as well as a more abstract form of 
connection or commonality that helped to identity others of a similar 
background.  Therefore, wider narratives of phenotype and racial characteristics 
influenced participants, despite their own experiences of fluidity and ambiguity.  
Whilst being very aware of the external gaze of others, individuals were not 
exempt from similar curiosities and impulses to categorize. 
 
Conclusion 
Reflections of a colonial past shaped contextual narratives at the meso 
level in both Singapore and New Zealand.  In Singapore, within the legacy of 
classificatory structures, participants showed how their identities were influenced 
by family and location, as inflected by historical notions of culture, worth, and 
diversity within narratives of accommodation and reinforcement.  Identifying as 
European in particular was strongly affected by the colonial legacy of hierarchy.  
Participants often felt that in the Singaporean context, having European heritage 
both excluded and set them apart from the rest of the population, frequently with 
tangible material consequences related to socioeconomic positioning and 
opportunities.  Intersections between gendered and racialized identities were also 
noticeable in participants’ stories of their parents.  More participants had Chinese 
mothers than European mothers, and some described what they saw as a pattern 
in contemporary Singapore, stemming from past beliefs about acceptable 
boundary crossing, where Chinese women were freer to marry European men 
than the other way around. 
The colonial past was also evident in New Zealand, illustrating both the 
dominant position of the European/Pakeha group, and the long history of 
marginalization and exclusion of the Chinese.  Historical threads of racism were 
present in many participants’ stories, as belonging in New Zealand continued to 
be symbolically bounded along racial lines, reflecting an intertwining of 
transcendence and accommodation.  Rather than focusing on intermixing, 
transgressions were more present through difference, making Chinese identity a 
form of transgression from the norm in itself. 
Of course, narratives were not solely inflected by British colonial beliefs.  
The interplay between dominant and minority identities reflected both colonial 
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and post-colonial processes, as well as links to other national and cultural bases 
for belonging.  The strength of Chinese identity in the stories of Singaporean 
participants highlighted how Chineseness was an important marker and 
identification in everyday life, encompassing practices, traditions, symbolic beliefs 
and in some cases, imagined links to place.  This was also reflected in parental 
stories, particularly concerning the strong opposition of many Chinese families to 
intermarriage and similar narratives of reinforcing exclusion.  Chineseness in 
New Zealand was more frequently represented as symbolic, rather than practical, 
and was often held up as a point of difference in participants’ stories of 
belonging to the nation. 
In both countries, Chineseness was seen as a more coherent form of 
identity, whether it was presented as the dominant culture (masking innumerable 
variations and understandings), or as a minority culture which was marked by 
difference.  This reflected the position of European identity in both contexts, 
understood as somehow less “ethnic” and less cohesive, determined more by 
power and positioning than by a recognizable set of cultural traits.  Reflecting 
how whiteness can be unnoticeably racialized in both majority and minority 
contexts, Chinese identity was the focus of most participants’ stories, when they 
described the ways in which they were both Chinese and not Chinese. 
When elaborating on the ways in which they felt Chinese and/or 
European, the vast majority of participants in both countries described the ways 
in which they personally identified with both in stories of accommodation: an 
interesting contrast to North American studies, where singular racial identities 
were more common.  Chineseness was key in each context, and practical and 
symbolic assertions of being Chinese served to illustrate this dual belonging.  
Stories of belonging tended to be more practical in the case of Singapore, and 
more symbolic in New Zealand, but far from entirely voluntary or costless in 
either (see Waters 1990).  In Singapore, Chinese identity was often seen as 
fragmented and diverse, along lines of generation, ancestral origin, language and 
immigration status.  Language was a key marker of authentic Chinese identity, as 
well as associations with food and festivals.  In New Zealand, divisions were also 
important, particularly when looking at new immigrants versus Chinese New 
Zealanders, but many people also described a broader, abstract sense of general 
Chineseness or Asianness with which they occasionally identified in everyday life.  
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Language, as a practical marker, was less present for New Zealand participants, 
whereas symbolic attachments to food and celebrations were more common. 
The ways in which participants felt Chinese were often set against how 
they felt they were not Chinese, particularly in Singapore, where this set them 
apart from the majority population.  However, in both countries, Chinese identity 
was not often equated with feelings of connection to China, or to an ancestral 
homeland, reflecting a lack of fit with theories of diaspora, and highlighting how 
Chineseness had developed and changed for participants and their families.  
Being European or identifying with European ancestry was less associated with 
practical traits and traditions in either country.  In Singapore, European identity 
was often made manifest through socioeconomic differences, seen in choice of 
schools, housing and leisure activities.  In New Zealand, European identity was 
frequently unnoticed and seen as “just being Kiwi”, not as a particular set of 
racialized or ethnic traits and markers. 
Phenotype was an important marker in determining external perceptions 
in both countries, seen in stories of exclusion in the face of accommodation.  In 
New Zealand, phenotype marked individuals as different from the majority, and 
a number of women spoke of feeling excluded and classified as part of a minority 
group as a result of gendered interpretations of this difference.  Men also 
experienced public/private disconnections, highlighting assumptions about 
whiteness, masculinity and normality in New Zealand society.  In Singapore, 
phenotype equally highlighted difference, but more in terms of being mixed, as 
part of being a minority.  Perceptions of difference and exclusion brought to the 
fore historical stereotypes of mixedness and Eurasians, which many participants 
felt in their everyday lives. 
Being marked as different meant that participants in both contexts spoke 
of being seen as exotic, but in different ways.  In New Zealand, exoticism was 
primarily through not being European, while in Singapore, the exoticism 
stemmed more from the mixedness.  Interestingly, although participants often 
encountered a dissonance between external perceptions and their own feelings of 
identity, this flexibility was not always applied to others.  Even if, in their 
experience, phenotype did not easily align with identity, some described a 
narrative of reinforcement where an ambiguity in appearance was an indicator of 
mixedness, a marker of racialized mixing.  Personal narratives were thus shaped 
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by a number of meso-level factors, and were not always easy to position within 
wider narratives of belonging.  For all participants, context and history 
constrained and delimited the stories that could be told. 
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Chapter Seven: Identity and Mixedness 
Belonging everywhere and nowhere 
 As seen in the previous chapters, stories of mixedness and belonging 
illustrated how wider narratives cannot always easily encompass personal 
complexities, while these complexities serve to further complicate such social 
narratives.  Stories of mixedness, difference and hybrid identities push at ideas of 
bounded nations, cultures and racial groups.  They highlight the intricacies of 
everyday negotiations of identity, in contrast to simplistic theoretical and 
historical understandings of race and belonging (Mahtani 2002b:437).  As 
individual stories show, identities and narratives are fluid at micro, meso and 
macro levels.   
This chapter draws out mixedness at the micro, personal level, by 
focusing on fluidity and boundary-crossing as experienced and narrated by 
individuals of mixed descent.  Such fluidity can pass over socially-established 
borders between groups, suggesting that “here and there, past and present, 
homeland and hostland, self and other are constantly being negotiated with each 
other” (Bhatia and Ram 2001:15).  Participants described these negotiations 
through narratives around demonstrable and symbolic locations for identity and 
belonging.  Rather than seeing themselves as culturally homeless or rootless (or 
marginal), identity was often seen as an evolving process.  Individuals positioned 
themselves as moving through different categories and collectives, belonging and 
rooting themselves in multiple places (as in Mahtani 2005:90). 
 As with discussions of citizenship and nationality, the theme of belonging 
and not belonging came up frequently.  In describing feelings of location and 
identification, individuals spoke of both belonging in multiple places and of 
belonging nowhere at all.  A feeling of belonging nowhere was mentioned in 
both contexts, but with particular emphasis in Singapore, when mentioning the 
position of Eurasians or those who did not fit easily into the CMIO categories.   
Yes, I’ve always, um, you know, I’ve always sort of  
felt a notion of being  
ah, the other.   
Sort of being an outsider, um,  
and I think, and I think that sort of started when I first moved to Australia.   
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Um, and everywhere else I go, I’ve always sort of been an outsider.   
Um, and I think that has somewhat,  
you know, um, created in me, or the image that I have of myself, um,  
an image of someone who is, who will always be, um, you know,  
a little left of whatever the status quo is.   
You know, something other to what of the whatever the status quo is.   
And I think it’s made me more, how do you say, um,  
I don’t know, more,  
more fluid, in that respect.   
You know, as if identity is sort of more fluid, you know.   
And I think it’s made me, um, want to gravitate towards being,  
being other than,  
than the other way which would be to fall hard into the community, you know.   
Sort of similar to what we were talking about at the beginning of the 
conversation, you know,  
when I said I’ve never really  
had a greater identity of being a part of, you know, the Singaporean nation.   
Or being a part of a group of, you know,  
a group of Australians, or part of a neighbourhood.   
You know, you know how some people grow up in communities, like suburbs 
or I don’t know, and they feel like they’re part of that, like “Oh, I’m part of you 
know, greater Harlem” or something like that.   
Never had that, um, and ah,  
and I think, and I don’t think I ever will.   
You know, because I think it’s true, I think my propensity is to sort of fight that.   
Sort of resist that.   
Um, resist being sort of put into a box, and fitting somewhere.   
Because I like the idea that you know, I can sort of go anywhere, and just be a 
part of it, and then move on. 
(James Field, SG, 25, male, Singaporean Chinese/Anglo Australian) 
 
James, who earlier described not belonging in any community, here placed his 
feelings of dislocation in context.  His narrative was strongly transcendent, 
holding himself apart from common categories of belonging.  He talked of how 
being treated as an outsider led to his perception of himself as outside of social 
categorizations of belonging.  Belonging nowhere became an important part of 
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who he was, as he subverted social norms to assert his individuality and avoid 
being “put into a box”. 
Belonging was also frequently described as situational, and influenced by 
external perceptions.  Many participants mentioned that they were not seen as 
Chinese enough or European enough to be considered authentic, either in 
Singapore or New Zealand, or the range of countries from which their parents 
had come.  Some participants in Singapore extended this sense of dislocation, 
describing how they felt that their difference was their most identifying feature, 
wherever they found themselves.   
At 30 years old, when I’m in France, I feel Asian,  
but when I’m in Singapore, I feel French. 
So, I don’t really feel always French, or always Singaporean. 
(Jeanne Goh, SG, 30, female, French/Singaporean Chinese) 
 
For Jeanne, her narrative centered around difference, and accommodating that 
difference.  Her feelings of belonging shifted and changed, depending on where 
she was and how other people treated her.  For her, and several others, the 
Chinese and European aspects of their identities were emphasized at different 
times in different contexts, and not always in ways that participants felt matched 
their personal feelings of belonging.  Individuals then negotiated this shifting 
dislocation for themselves, accommodating difference within a wider framework 
of belonging.  Interestingly, feelings of identification and connection to 
Singapore and New Zealand shifted when other differences became more 
pronounced. 
It’s always been an issue for me, about how I moved to Singapore,  
and how I fit in there or don’t fit in there.   
Most of the time I didn’t feel like I fit in there. 
Until I moved to Holland, and then I feel like I fit in, in Singapore.   
(Alison Lijuan, SG, 27, female, Russian Chinese and Japanese/Hong Kong Chinese) 
 
As for Alison, some participants described feeling a closer bond to each country 
once they no longer lived there.  By removing themselves from the national 
context, they were able to focus on their feelings of belonging and commonality, 
without being reminded of external perceptions of their difference. 
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 Feelings of belonging were sometimes also linked to diasporic 
identifications, but in an interesting way.  Some individuals spoke of the 
importance of a defined geographic place of origin in which to belong.  David, 
Anne and Amber in Singapore and Jenny in New Zealand talked about 
“belonging” as intrinsically linked to a place, an ancestral or symbolic homeland 
that would give a sense of rootedness to a mixed identity.   
Because, and when you think very carefully, once in a while you sit down and 
you think about it, the Indians have somewhere to go.   
The Chinese have somewhere to go.   
The Malays have somewhere to go.   
Where do Eurasians go to?   
There’s no Eurasia to go to.  There’s not any place that you can go to.   
It’s just like you… you have to find a… you have to lean one way or the other 
and make a decision, you know.  
(David Faulkner, SG, 64, male, Singaporean Chinese/White British) 
 
I don’t feel like I really belong anywhere. 
And… yeah, so I mean I can’t… I can’t say you know, where feels like home.   
And you know, ideally, I always joke about this… but I’m actually a hundred 
percent serious.   
If there was like a little island in between both Singapore and England, which 
had, you know, which had everything I loved about both of these places put 
into one place… with my friends and my family, that would be perfect.   
You know, because I’d be in between the two countries and cultures that I do 
love. 
You know, but… each place just kind of makes me go… that’s not… there’s 
something about that that’s not quite right.   
There’s something about this that’s not quite right.   
And… there’s no… home home. 
You know, the idea of home, to a lot of other people is not the same, you know 
for me.  Or doesn’t fit in to my… I guess, I can’t…  
I can’t make, I can’t say what is home, because… I don’t feel like I have one.   
You know, that has everything. 
You know what I mean? That’s so sad! [laughs] 
(Anne McNeil, SG, 27, female, Singaporean Chinese/British) 
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These participants spoke of an imaginary homeland of “Eurasia”, as a connection 
that was lacking for them, a way to illustrate their feelings of not having 
anywhere to belong.  These narratives subverted existing national and racial 
categories, but at the same time, reinforced notions of belonging as directly 
linking a homeland and people.  “Eurasia” was described as being exactly in-
between, bringing aspects of Chinese and European cultures together, and 
providing an imaginary space where mixedness would be commonplace.  
These narratives around “Eurasia” were not common overall, but 
provided powerful images for those who subscribed to them.  One woman 
brought together ideas of belonging everywhere and nowhere, brought about by 
this lack of homeland.  
Definitely something that transcends countries, like I think it’s sort of um, a race 
thing.  Um, it’s like if you’re European and Asian.   
Um, and… um, there is one sort of thing, and I think that’s the cool thing about 
it, because like,  
well sort of the cool thing and the bad thing, because there are Eurasians all 
over the world, like, it’s just… there’s not really one country that you can find 
them all in, because really they’re just like everywhere. 
And I think that’s cool because like wherever you go, there’s a chance you’ll find 
one and as well… 
Like with my Eurasian communities, like we’ll come together ‘cause we’re 
Eurasian, but then we learn stuff, because we’re not the same.   
Like, the same in our genetics in a way, but the culture that makes up is so 
different […] 
But, I guess the bad thing about it is not being able to find them sometimes, and 
there’s not really anywhere you can go to feel as though you belong. 
Like, um, I mean, um, if you’re like sort of a Korean-born, I mean Korean or 
something born and raised in Australia, like even if you’re like discriminated 
against your whole life in Australia, you can always go back to Korea. 
Like even though you may not feel as though you belong, like um, other people 
will probably accept you and like, at least you’ll be in a place where like everyone 
looks like you.  I don’t know.   
I feel like, I feel like they do have a sort of like back-up, that kind of thing. 
But um, I feel like with Eurasian, like, there’s nowhere to go really.   
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Um, maybe like, you can go to like a place like Singapore, where I guess there’s a 
lot of mixed people, but um, I don’t know if it’s really the same, um as having 
sort of your own country or something… um. 
But, that’s why I feel like building, um, like an online community sort of group.  
Because, we can go… like, for me I feel like that’s kind of like my home. 
Like um, because, like you can, no matter where you are, you can always like 
find each other. 
(Amber Smith, SG, 19, female, Singaporean Chinese/Anglo Australian) 
 
Amber stressed that racial heritage was inextricably linked to a homeland, and 
that authentic belonging was not possible for individuals with multiple racial 
heritages.  Race came through strongly in her reinforcing narrative of 
belonging/not belonging, as she spoke of the importance of locating herself 
somewhere where people look like her.  She mentioned “having your own 
country”, conflating race and nation in a directly racialized conception of 
belonging, a racial homeland.  Not finding such a homeland available to her, she 
set out to create a symbolic place to belong: an online community, an imaginary 
Eurasia, populated with Eurasians.   
The role of new media, and particularly the internet, is increasingly 
important when looking at identity negotiations and feelings of belonging.  There 
has been increasing research in this area focusing on immigrant groups, diasporic 
communities and second-generation immigrants (see Franklin 2003; Parker and 
Song 2006, 2009; Thompson 2002).  Online groups and communities provide 
much potential for feelings of cohesion and belonging, and even cultural 
adaptation and change.  Parker and Song stress that such virtual spaces provide 
opportunities for individuals to express their cultural complexity in a non-
judgmental environment, creating a small, bounded discursive space where 
individual and group identities can be tested.   
Several participants in both countries mentioned that they had browsed 
or been involved in online groups for individuals of mixed heritage.  
Interestingly, these individuals were all younger females, and each described a 
sense of comfort in learning about the experiences of others with a similar 
background.  Amber, who created an online group for Eurasians, did so to 
delimit a place where Eurasians could “stay together”, and to have a distinct 
place where she (and they) could belong: 
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But I feel like, rather than trying to find a place, more like I try to create one.   
Like in the online community. 
Um, because I don’t think, like I could really find one in real life. 
Um, yeah, I don’t think I could, like… in Australia like…  
um, I don’t know.  I like it here, and it’s like my home, but I don’t know if I sort 
of belong.  Like, um… 
I don’t feel like I don’t belong, but I don’t know if I do. 
Like, but I mean I feel like, um, you have to be embraced by everyone to 
belong.   
And that’s like, I guess, maybe I wouldn’t be.   
So if you did a survey, like maybe there would be people who didn’t think I did, 
so…  like I wouldn’t feel confident saying that I do belong here. 
(Amber Smith, SG, 19, female, Singaporean Chinese/Anglo Australian) 
 
In her narrative, belonging is inseparable from external acceptance, and she 
reinforces racialized connections between belonging, place and home.  Her 
linkages between race and nation leave her adrift, without a homeland “in real 
life”, and leaving her only the option to create a virtual homeland.  Her story 
described the way in which she re-created belonging for herself, as she searched 
for a way to reconcile her private feelings of identification with wider public 
conceptions of belonging. 
 
Belonging as a process: the dynamics of home and choice 
 Feelings of belonging were therefore not simple.  Participants’ ideas of 
belonging and identification brought together different aspects of the past, 
present and future.   
What I really describe, I describe more, my…  
I don’t know the word in English.   
Like, my… [pause] like the phases of… the process maybe of where I am, and 
how I am… yeah? 
And not so much, I guess, the box. 
Maybe more what I did at the beginning, with where I grew up, and then, how 
that links to the future. 
(Celine Chin, SG, 24, female, French/Singaporean Chinese) 
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Celine’s narrative looked at identity from a different angle: rather than the 
“boxes” of identity categories, she saw her own identity as a process over time.  
Similarly, other individuals made use of varying connections to national identity, 
geographic place and symbolic spaces in negotiating “a pragmatic and situational 
cobbling together of aspects of […] identities and life styles using the cultural 
tools and resources at hand” (Gilbertson 2010:138).  In this way, mixedness was 
a process for many people, constantly in flux and influenced by internal and 
external factors, by personal sentiments and social contexts, and by the 
amorphous concept of home (see Rockquemore et al. 2006; Tyler 2011). 
Home proved to be an important concept in exploring issues of identity 
and belonging.  Recent literature, particularly within feminist and post-colonial 
schools, has investigated understandings of home on the micro level, in terms of 
identity development, and on the macro level, as reproducing wider narratives of 
the nation and different forms of racial and gendered belonging.  Conceptions of 
home have been expanded beyond geographically grounded ideas of domestic 
life and the private sphere, to include a more abstract home, which includes 
broader connections to time, place and space (Blunt 2002, 2005). 
This broader idea of home was particularly important for participants.  
The links between home and identity are increasingly present in qualitative and 
autobiographical work on “mixed race”, reflecting a move away from historical 
conceptions of “mixed race” as inherently out of place and not at home.  Home 
has been shown to mean different things for those who find it hard to locate 
themselves within traditional categories and communities (Blunt 2002; 
Ifekwunigwe 1999b; Mahtani 2002c).  Like feelings of belonging, home can be 
fluid and multifaceted, ranging from grounded connections to a place to abstract 
links with an identification or symbolic label (Blunt and Dowling 2006; Burke 
and Kao 2011; Gans 1979).  In this study, the idea of home emerged as central to 
narratives of belonging.  Participants often talked about feeling at home or not at 
home, feeling homeless as both positive and negative, or even how a different 
type of home could be created and lived within wider structural constraints. 
Narrative understandings of home were roughly divided into four broad 
conceptions, many of which overlapped: home as a singular location, imbued 
with important memories; home as family, friends and culture; home as a choice, 
constructed and changing within certain constraints; and home as fluid and 
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multiple.  Firstly, for a number of people in both Singapore and New Zealand, 
home was where they had grown up, reflecting an accommodation of their 
personal feelings within the wider surroundings.  
Um, well, immediately I would say in Shanghai is my home.   
But meaning in a more sort of spiritual sense or whatever, I guess, I would 
probably consider Wellington home, maybe forever.  Or, I was born in 
Palmerston North but don’t…  
I consider Wellington home.   
I mean, um, saying I, I spent most of my formative years there,  
and I you know, my closest friends are still um, from, people I knew from 
Wellington.   
And I would say that mostly what shaped me as person.   
The environment there, or whatever.   
 (Tai Feng, NZ, 31, male, Irish/Malaysian Chinese) 
 
As in Tai’s narrative, even if participants had moved to a different city or 
country, and felt comfortable there, many described an important connection 
with the city they had grown up in, and the experiences they had had.  
Participants in both countries expressed strong feelings of connection to these 
places as their home countries: subversive narratives of belonging, as they were 
not necessarily based on an ancestral link, but more related to experiences and 
comfort levels. For those who had spent significant time in two countries, both 
countries were described as home.  For some currently living elsewhere, they 
described how they may eventually return home: back to the environments in 
which they felt the most comfortable. 
It’s something that I kind of feel like I feel New Zealand is… is…  
Feels like a comfy sofa in the back of my head that I can go and, like, you know 
it’s something that is sort of safe that I could just sort of go back there.   
Like, if anything went really wrong, New Zealand feels safe to me inside.   
But it would be somewhere that I would quite like to be if when I’m older.    
(Emmeline Tan, NZ, 32, female, Pakeha New Zealander/Singaporean Chinese) 
 
 Other participants described home as less about the location of formative 
experiences, and more about a set of relationships and personal connections.  
Home was then determined by proximity to family members and friends, or even 
colleagues or groups which shared particular interests.  This was often the case 
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for those who travelled frequently, or who had family in many locations around 
the world, such as James in Singapore or Rose in New Zealand. 
Home for me is where my loved ones are, that’s where my family is. 
So, ‘cause I have family all over the world, like I feel as long as I’m sort of near 
them, that could be where I’d feel closest to. 
And also even just friends.   
You know, you can, if you have really good friends, you consider them part of 
your family, and you have your own culture with them. 
So really wherever you belong is where people are.   
‘Cause you live in their memories, and those rituals that you do together.   
So that’s… where I am. 
(Rose Stein, NZ, 22, female, Hong Kong Chinese/Dutch) 
 
Her narrative described home as more symbolic, and less about location.  This 
subverted commonplace understandings of home as fixed, or linking ancestry 
and place.  Family as home was often linked to fond memories and emotional 
connections, which could sometimes be associated with a particular space.  In 
this sense, home was seen as very intimate and largely organic, something that 
developed naturally over time.  Some participants in New Zealand described 
different degrees of home, moving outwards from family bonds to a family 
home, to a city and then a sense of belonging within a country. 
Home was also related to traditions and comfort levels, particularly at the 
level of practice.  David in Singapore described how he felt at home in his family, 
and within wider contexts where he felt comfortable and culturally fluent. 
My family meets on Saturday and we get together.   
So I think family and the bigger area is the relatives, and then I think the 
environment where you feel comfortable is a lot to do with language.   
For example, if I lived in India I would not feel very comfortable.   
Or China I wouldn’t feel very comfortable because language is different.   
You might settle in and speak the language which then you make… make 
yourself feel comfortable.  Great.  That’s okay.  Maybe I’m not working hard 
enough.   
So I think I will feel comfortable where language is common.   
That means, I will know… signs are familiar, or you know what’s going on by 
just a feel what’s going on.  
(David Faulkner, SG, 64, male, Singaporean Chinese/White British) 
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His narrative described a flexible concept of home, but one that is also delimited 
by the surroundings and cultural practices of the wider context.  He saw home 
and belonging as a language that could be learned, and stressed that perhaps such 
fluency could be acquired over time, meaning that home could change.  
Nevertheless, he felt at home where he was at ease, drawing on memories and 
experiences of places that were familiar to him. 
 For other people, home was something that they deliberately built.  Their 
narratives focused more on the constructed nature of home, as they described 
ways in which they created their own homes.  For these participants, home was 
not always something to be taken for granted, or easy to define.  They 
highlighted home as choice, but importantly, choice constrained within 
circumstance.  One woman felt that home could change over time, depending on 
her choices.   
I feel like I belong in Twizel, ‘cause I had a very happy childhood there.  And I 
still know a lot of people there.   
And my best friend lives up the road, and she’s obviously from Twizel, so we 
have that… it’s always present in our mind, I guess. 
But… and I feel like I’m starting to belong here.  I’ve lived here two years.  
Um… so you know we’re starting to put down roots. 
And we want this to be our, you know our family house, so, um, that’s the 
aim…  
to belong here.  
(Philippa Warner, NZ, 38, female, Pakeha New Zealander/Chinese New Zealander) 
 
Her narrative highlighted belonging as a goal, something to be built towards, as 
she started to “put down roots”.  Although she had a strong connection to her 
childhood home, she was focused on building a new home in her new city, to 
provide a sense of belonging for her family.  This subverted notions of 
rootedness through ethnic/racial belonging, as she described being able to root 
herself, focused on choice and agency.   
The constraints around choice were much more pronounced for the 
Singaporean participants.  One man in Singapore was attempting to create a new 
type of home for himself and his fiancée. 
I don’t know where home is.   
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I think maybe my case is very specific, I told Jeanne, I said “maybe home is 
what we make of it”. 
And maybe home has been very narrowly defined for us.   
I think home is just, she and I building a home, in any one place in Singapore.  
But for me, home needs to be more all-encompassing.   
Like home used to be, um, rooted in something much larger.  A community I 
suppose. 
Um, and maybe one nation state, if you want to be academic about it.  
(Andrew Wang-Jones, SG, 36, male, English and German/Eurasian) 
 
Andrew described being constrained by the small-scale home that he was able to 
control, while feeling dislocated by his exclusion from larger ideas of community 
or nation.  He felt limited by the individual nature of this home, a home not 
necessarily rooted in a wider collectivity.  For him, home was something that he 
sought to create within the narrow space available, as he couldn’t fit his feelings 
of connection into national conceptions of belonging and community.  The ways 
in which he felt that he belonged did not align with how he perceived home 
should be: contrasting the reality of his agency with the limitations of structure.  
His discomfort with this dissonance was mirrored in the case of William, who felt 
at home in both Singapore and the UK, but was being forced to choose between 
the two citizenships, clashing with his personal feelings of belonging. 
 The final understandings of home as fluid and multiple often passed over 
dissonances between external perceptions and internal feelings, describing home 
as predominantly personal, and carried within oneself.  This was most common 
for participants from New Zealand who had lived in multiple places, although a 
small number of Singaporean participants also identified with this multiplicity.  
Some individuals felt that home was everywhere they had lived, as they (literally) 
made themselves at home. 
Well, I mean, I’ve basically lived in three different places, and, and I’ve spent 
quite a lot of time in each.   
So, um, I would say that I call all three places home. 
(Melanie Townsend, NZ, 30, female, Taiwan Chinese/Pakeha New Zealander) 
 
Melanie saw her home as three places equally, defining what home means for 
herself, regardless of external perceptions.  For her, belonging was a matter of 
situation, experience and location.  Li Lin described how external perceptions 
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wouldn’t allow her to belong entirely in either of her parents’ ancestral 
communities:   
And it was strange, ‘cause you go, like, in New Zealand, you know, I feel like I 
belong, but there’s always that kind of, you’re a little bit different from the 
norm. 
And then you go to China and it’s the same thing, because you’re not really 
Chinese to them either, you know, I’m quite Western, and they can see the 
difference.   
So you don’t get treated like a, um, like you totally fit in there either.  So you 
don’t really have a, anywhere, like, that you’re based. 
I don’t really believe in like people having separate communities that can’t 
integrate or mingle, because there are so many people that don’t have like one 
community, that that’s all they’ve grown up in.   
And even though, even though I am quite Western in the way that I grew up 
and everything, um,  
I still feel like I kind of float between cultures, and, I don’t think there’s 
anything wrong with that. 
Everyone’s, I guess, all people are just people.   
And we all, we’re all the same. 
(Li Lin Zhen, NZ, 22, female, Pakeha New Zealander/Fijian Chinese) 
 
Despite being “different from the norm” and not fitting in in an uncomplicated 
way, her private sense of self enabled her to move between communities and 
feelings of belonging.  While home was flexible and fluid for her, she didn’t limit 
this personal construction to her own experience.  She emphasized the fluidity 
and complexity that she saw in the backgrounds of many people around her, 
regardless of cultural heritage, and pieced together a more complex 
understanding of belonging as a combination of personal and social qualities. 
Furthermore, for others, home was not necessarily limited to particular 
places, but was connected to the ability to belong anywhere: home could be 
everywhere. For several Singaporean participants and many New Zealand 
participants, individuals felt that they could both belong and not belong 
simultaneously.  A number of people mentioned that in fact, they didn’t need to 
belong in a single, bounded place. 
I would say planet earth!   
I don’t have a… I don’t have a place where I belong and…  
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but I don’t feel bad about that. 
(Emmeline Tan, NZ, 32, female, Pakeha New Zealander/Singaporean Chinese) 
 
Can I say the planet? [laughs] 
Yeah, pretty much. 
No, um, home… home is really where…  
I can be home anywhere.  As long as there is water and green, I can be home, 
and friends. 
And I have a tendency now, I’m seeing, that wherever I go, um, I’m getting in 
touch with old friends.  Instead of just starting from scratch.   
And places are feeling like home a lot more quickly. 
Um, but I feel at home really, anywhere now. 
(Celine Chin, SG, 24, female, French/Singaporean Chinese) 
 
These narrative fragments described multiple and wider homes, determined more 
by a personal propensity to feel at home, rather than a strong link to a singular 
place.  Both women described how they felt at home lightly, or even 
humourously, almost downplaying the importance of their flexible self-
positioning.  Home became less about a set external location, and more about a 
location of self from within, subverting narratives of singularity. 
 
The view from somewhere in-between 
 Experiences of being mixed were decidedly varied and complex.  
Participants described feelings of belonging and home as multiple and shifting, 
often with a degree of flexibility.  Labels and categories did not always 
correspond to lived experience, showing how identifications along racial, 
religious, ethnic, national and cultural lines were blurred and changing.  Against 
this complex background, “what does being mixed mean, in practice, in everyday 
life?” (Song 2010b:352).  Previous research, mostly in the US and the UK, has 
reached a variety of conclusions, from assertions that being mixed is too 
fragmented for easy analysis, to finding a common “multiracial” experience (see, 
for example, Bernstein and De la Cruz 2009; Brunsma 2006; Jackson 2010; Root 
1996).  Most commonly, key experiences or personality traits related to being 
mixed are put forward.  These include feelings of difference or exclusion, 
increased sensitivity to other cultures, greater tolerance for difference, situational 
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and ambiguous racial/ethnic identifications, and searching for community as a 
way to belong (as in Jackson 2010; Suyemoto 2004: among others). 
 Participants in this study described a wide variety of experiences, framed 
by wider narratives, as they negotiated what being mixed meant to them.  A 
number of common themes did emerge, and these were expressed in different 
ways across both contexts.  Firstly, individuals in both Singapore and New 
Zealand commonly discussed how being of mixed heritage made them open-
minded and flexible as people, receptive to cultural differences and ambiguities.   
I don’t treat anyone differently, just based on culture.   
I grew up just thinking it’s normal, no problems,  
and I enjoy Chinese New Year, I enjoy Christmas, I enjoy all those holidays… 
I, I, I feel it makes me, I would say, a nicer person, ‘cause I am a more open-
minded person.   
I don’t, I, I, I don’t, I don’t know how to explain it… just like you don’t treat 
anyone differently. 
You respect other people’s cultures, and you kind of understand why maybe 
people do things differently.   
Um, it’s quite good, I guess [laughs]. 
(William Briggs, SG, 21, male, Singaporean Chinese/English) 
 
This often came through in narratives of accommodation, such as this one, 
which allowed for public and private differences in everyday life.  Even William’s 
narrative was very focused on his individuality, repeating “I, I, I” and 
unconsciously emphasizing the personal nature of this trait.   
This open-mindedness was also often reflected in an ease with fluid 
identities, and a personal acceptance of multiplicity through accommodation.  
Being mixed was seen as an inherent boundary crossing, making arbitrary identity 
choices unnecessary.   
I feel like I’m quite like a sort of open-minded, flexible person.   
And I feel like um, I think being like biracial has sort of affected that. 
Like, because I’m sort of, I believe in everything,  
sort of not just black and white, but grey. 
Um, I feel like, I feel like I don’t have to choose one or the other, when it comes 
to things.  
(Amber Smith, SG, 19, female, Singaporean Chinese/Anglo Australian) 
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Over an underlying thread of racialization (biracial as positioned between racial 
groups), this woman positioned herself as in-between, not forced to make a 
choice and therefore subversive.  This personal location within and between two 
cultures allowed for a dual insider/outsider perspective on culture and values, 
also seen in Alexis’s narrative.   
I’m grateful, that… you know, that I’ve got this ability to understand, you know, 
different, different cultures and different sets of right and wrong values.   
Like I don’t think unless, unless you’ve been brought up with different cultures, 
you don’t… I don’t think you can really understand it, not from the inside.   
You can’t really get the grasp of how one side of the family can be saying 
something that’s the complete opposite to the other side.   
But then… neither of them are wrong, it’s just… it’s different. 
(Alexis Conrad, NZ, 33, female, Chinese New Zealander/New Zealand European) 
 
Her story highlighted her personal flexibility, drawn from experiences of personal 
and family difference.  Others in New Zealand went further, mentioning that this 
dichotomy made them less likely to see value systems as absolutes, and more 
willing to try and consider other points of view. 
A further characteristic of mixedness related to feelings of difference.  
This could be both positive and negative, with participants describing feeling 
excluded and marginalized, or celebrated for their uniqueness and exoticism.  
This was very related to context, as personal narratives developed in different 
ways against narratives of belonging in New Zealand and Singapore.  A greater 
number of participants in Singapore described how their mixed heritage made 
them feel out of place, different in a negative sense, with identities that were 
difficult to reconcile.  For these participants, fluidity was not always welcome, 
and made them feel alienated from the seemingly simple racialized identities of 
other Singaporeans. 
I think maybe I… for a time… it was there, and then it went away, and now I’m 
back, it’s back.   
A chip on my shoulder.  Yeah. 
I have a slight chip. 
You understand?   
As long as I have it, I will be on edge, a little bit bitter, maybe sometimes, very, 
very… abrupt with Singaporeans who approach me in an ignorant manner.   
And it’s not to do with my daily conduct.   
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I don’t like myself, I don’t like myself being this way.  Ah… I think I just need 
to be relaxed about it. 
Maybe… just learn to laugh at myself.  And laugh at it all, you know?   
I think people don’t understand… they can’t come to terms with this ambiguity. 
And so what, you know?  It’s ok.  I don’t know. 
Um… yeah.  I would like to think that it would be done, his or her self identity 
by the time you finish your pubescence or adolescence.   
But I think ah, with some Eurasians, I have friends, who have had this constant 
identity crisis.  It never leaves you. 
It’s something that you should, you should know who you are. 
I mean, all of us, I think we all have a multi-faceted identity.   
Different people in different situations, I think we all know that.   
There must be, there’s one only master status, master identity.  I would like to 
think that. 
I think I really, with Singaporeans, they probably have that.  They seem quite 
comfortable in themselves, in who they are.   
More or less, they don’t have… but for me, it’s… it’s still very fluid.  Very fluid.  
I need to… I would like that to be sorted out.  
(Andrew Wang-Jones, SG, 36, male, English and German/Eurasian) 
 
Difference was a struggle for Andrew, and his narrative portrayed fluidity as 
something unresolved, in contrast to the “sorted out” and comfortable identities 
of others.  Flexibility and fluidity were negative attributes, and left him feeling 
uncertain and in crisis, in a context where he saw definite and defined (racial) 
identities.  His narrative reinforced the racialized framework around him, as he 
sought to resolve his identity, in order to “know who you are”. 
Some participants in New Zealand also described negative associations 
with difference, usually related to childhood experiences of exclusion and racism.  
Interestingly, many stories of adversity and exclusion in this context had definite 
lessons or conclusions at the end, and were often resolved with personal growth 
for the participant. 
Well in the end I think it’s good for you, that you… like it’s good, it’s an eye 
opener having two different, like having a mum who’s a New Zealander and a 
dad who’s Chinese, ‘cause you kind of become aware of two different cultures. 
And… that’s good. 
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Um… but it has definitely had some negative influences on me, because 
there’ve been times when I’ve been quite unhappy and I would put it down to 
being confused about who I was as a person. 
And where I belong. 
But then again, you know, what doesn’t kill you only makes you stronger.  So it 
helps you to think about things, and like… discover who you are.  And… and, 
perhaps, like, like my brother said, you do a get a bit of the best of worlds. 
Like, you can live in both cultures, and, get to experience it. 
But at the same time, it’s isolated, ‘cause you don’t ever really feel you belong in 
both. 
So it’s a little… it is confusing. 
Um… but, what would I say?  Um… [pause] 
But it has made me have like a good, hard look at myself, and think about 
what’s important to people.  Like what makes you happy.  And I think that, like 
I said before, having a sense of belonging, anywhere in this world, does make a 
person happy. 
Like humans are quite, you know, our nature is that we like to feel we belong.  
And… if you don’t, it can make you quite unhappy.   
So it’s about find… I guess it’s about finding people and places that do make 
you feel like you belong. 
(Jenny Griffiths, NZ, 25, female, Pakeha New Zealander/Chinese New Zealander) 
 
For Jenny, negative experiences of difference had a significant impact on her life, 
but also led her to reconceive of what it meant to belong somewhere, and to take 
her feelings of belonging into her own hands.  She searched for “people and 
places that do make you feel like you belong”.  As in this narrative of 
accommodation, many people spoke of becoming stronger for being different, 
learning to be more accepting and better able to deal with adversity as they 
accommodated complexity in their own lives. 
On the other hand, positive expressions of difference were common in 
both New Zealand and Singapore.  Many participants enjoyed their heritage as a 
distinguishing characteristic, particularly as they grew older.   
Oh, I love it [being from a mixed background]. 
I love it, yeah. 
I kind of like the attention [laughs]. 
It’s like the, at some point, I feel like I’m more unique, like… I can’t get pigeon 
holed into a particular group. 
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And um, I’m my own person, so to speak. 
(Safiyah Matthews, SG, 28, female, Singaporean Chinese/New Zealand European) 
 
The value of Safiyah’s difference was its ambiguity, as she couldn’t be easily 
categorized as European or Chinese.  She focused on a narrative of uniqueness, 
allowing for shifting identifications as a form of subversion.  In this case, 
difference became an asset, perceived as a way to assert individuality, and create 
an identity which went against the CMIO framework.  Another woman from 
New Zealand found that her ambiguity allowed her to reveal aspects of her 
identity as she chose. 
Um, I think a lot of the time I’m misunderstood.   
But, um, but you know I think I, I’ve somewhat been misunderstood my whole 
life.   
You know, to a certain degree, um, because of my background.   
And, that doesn’t bother me that much, really.   
So, I think of it more as a secret weapon [laughs].   
You know, for example, people don’t think I speak Chinese, but I do.   
And you know, and that’s something that I might not let on right away. 
(Melanie Townsend, NZ, 30, female, Taiwan Chinese/Pakeha New Zealander) 
 
She described her identity as her “secret weapon”, subverting the expectations of 
others, and turning misunderstanding into an integral part of her identity.  
Positive interpretations of difference encompassed both exoticism and ambiguity, 
and even in some cases, the ability to be Chinese, European, both and neither. 
 Expressions of mixedness therefore took various forms: often related to, 
but not always determined by, socially available racial and cultural categories 
(Butler-Sweet 2011; Rockquemore and Brunsma 2008).  Participants developed 
their own personal narratives that included aspects of racial categorization, but 
frequently combined these aspects in unorthodox ways.  Contrary to previous 
studies of marginality, individuals often viewed being of mixed heritage in a 
positive light (as in Tizard and Phoenix 2002).  From the initial survey, 88.6% of 
the Singaporean sample professed positive or extremely positive feelings about 
their heritage, compared to 66% in New Zealand.  More individuals described 
being neutral or shifting about their feelings in New Zealand (24% as compared 
to 11.4% in Singapore), indicating that the greater flexibility in racial classification 
	   227 
in New Zealand did not necessarily equate with positive feelings about 
mixedness.   
Wider social context, above and beyond classifications, was key.  The 
context of race in either country provided the background for personal 
negotiations of identity, and individuals acknowledged that others’ perceptions of 
their identities were largely coloured by wider narratives of race and belonging 
(Butler-Sweet 2011:762).  In both countries, over half of all participants felt that 
their heritage was particularly important in how others perceived them, 
potentially overlooking other aspects of their individuality that they felt were 
important.  However, public and private narratives were not always deliberately 
aligned, as participants described personal ways of being both Chinese and 
European, choosing and piecing together aspects of culture and ancestry with 
which to identify (Gans 1979, 2009; Song 2003).  Some participants identified 
most with something in-between: a negotiation between heritages, between past 
and present, in a process of cultural hybridity.  
 These negotiations took different forms.  Firstly, some participants in 
both countries spoke of their identities as a mix of both their ancestries, with 
individuals often equating different traits with different parents, in an indirect 
narrative of reinforcement.   
Yeah… in, in my case, if you are talking, um, racial background, there isn’t really 
anyone, other than the fact that I’m probably heavily influenced by my mum’s 
side, the Chinese side.   
So, and since I grew up in Singapore system, I probably think more like a 
Singaporean than say an Australian for example.  Yeah. 
But I think my dad has some influence on me, in the sense that, um, my peers 
have said I’m usually more outspoken than, than a typical Asian. 
And, um, which can be good and bad, right?  
(Alastair Jenkins, SG, 30, male, Singaporean Chinese/Anglo Australian) 
 
As in this case, individuals often drew on wider narratives of racial characteristics 
when describing themselves, describing behaviours that set them apart from the 
wider context as associated with the “other” parent.  Yet, moving away from 
reinforcement, such a mixed positioning allowed many people to feel that they 
had strong connections to both sides of their heritage, regardless of how this 
heritage was practised in their everyday lives.   
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But you know if, like I talk to a white person, then I feel like I can connect with 
them ‘cause I’m like half white, and when I talk to an Asian person I can 
connect with them ‘cause I’m half Asian. 
And I feel like a sort of affinity to both of them.  Um, and well, I feel like an 
affinity to other people, because they’re minorities and so am I.   
And it’s sort of like I feel like I can connect to everyone. 
Um, yeah.  So it’s like yeah.  Connect with like both majorities and minorities as 
well. 
(Amber Smith, SG, 19, female, Singaporean Chinese/Anglo Australian) 
 
This feeling of symbolic inclusion in two groups emphasized an in-between space 
for Amber and for other participants, as they felt linked to both majority and 
minority groups.  As before, this narrative was both reinforcing and subversive, 
going against expectations while being underpinned by racialized language.   
For others, this in-between positioning was largely positive, although the 
two sides of heritage were kept largely separated as they described having the best 
of both worlds.  This sentiment was more prominent in Singapore, as participants 
spoke of trying to reconcile two “worlds” which they experienced in very 
different ways.  One woman, Katrina, felt that this was largely due to her parents, 
who emphasized the benefits of being in-between, while at the same time 
keeping the two “worlds” separate for her.  Another woman, Anne, described 
how this feeling had developed for her over time, as negative childhood 
experiences gave way to an appreciation of cultural access and uniqueness. 
This concept of two separate worlds coming together was also reflected 
in narratives of acknowledgement, with individuals in both Singapore and New 
Zealand stressing the importance of coming to terms with ancestry as a way to 
reconcile a mixed identity.   
It’s good sometimes to know that you’re different [laughs]. 
Yeah.  And ah… I think… even though, like people may think that the Western 
culture is better, I think it’s important to embrace the Eastern side as well.  
Yeah.  
I think having a balance of both cultures, or like all the cultures in our heritage is 
important. 
I mean, sooner or later, if you don’t do that then you will just be lost, eventually.  
And no one will know. 
So… that would be sad. 
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(Skye Sia, SG, 23, female, Eurasian/Singaporean Chinese) 
 
I think it’s good, it’d be good for children to grow up obviously knowing that 
they’re from two different cultures and to acknowledge both sides.   
Because I think perhaps if you try and disown or ignore one culture, it leads to 
you feeling more lost and kind of… confused. 
So… yeah I think it is important for people to… um, acknowledge both sides.   
Um… that can be hard to do obviously, if you live in a Western society, like it’s 
not really that easy.  
And if you don’t necessarily have friends of that culture than you may not do 
anything. 
(Jenny Griffiths, NZ, 25, female, Pakeha New Zealander/Chinese New Zealander) 
 
Although both sides may not be equally as important in practical terms, for these 
women, a symbolic acknowledgement allowed them to locate themselves within 
their families and wider contexts.  In both of these statements, 
acknowledgement, as form of accommodation, was portrayed as a way to not be 
lost, to find oneself and position an identity within wider frameworks of 
belonging. 
 For many, connections to ancestry were complex.  Some participants felt 
that they were both Chinese and European, and could not easily separate one from 
the other.  They described how both sides were important, although they didn’t 
necessarily feel a strong sense of belonging to both.  Jacob saw himself as 
inseparably both Chinese and European: 
[A friend] always asks me, “so are you Chinese or are you European?” and I was 
like “I’m both”. 
And… I guess I can never really choose one side.  I am both, and that’s who I 
am.  And I guess, to my benefit or to my detriment, I can choose either one 
anytime I want [laughs]. 
Um… but yeah.  At the end of the day I guess, it depends on what you want to 
do, and who includes you.   
Um… yeah, I guess I’ve no real inclination… like I guess I’m made up of half 
Chinese, half New Zealand European.   
I’ve also grown up in Hong Kong, as well, I’ve grown up in New Zealand.   
So, I don’t know…  pros and cons both ways, yeah.  
I just stand in the middle.  I’m an “on the fence” kind of guy. 
(Jacob Roberts, NZ, 24, male, Malaysian Chinese/Pakeha New Zealander) 
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Being both in this sense was related more to private feelings than to public 
inclusion in wider groups, illustrating accommodation once again.  As for Jacob, 
many participants constructed a personal identity that created something holistic 
from external narratives of racialized parts. 
Participants were also aware of how private narratives could potentially 
contrast with public discourses of inclusion and belonging.  Some individuals 
reconciled this contradiction through stories that described being both and neither, 
often at the same time.  This approach was positive and negative, perceived as a 
necessary accommodation or an uncomfortable dissonance.  A public/private 
accommodation was most common for the New Zealanders, as for Paul: 
It’s funny, when I came back from Italy, I thought of myself as quite Italian.   
And when I came back from China I thought of myself as quite Chinese.  
Yeah, yeah, so I really immersed myself in both when I was there. 
Um… but you know, interestingly enough, both the Italians and the Chinese 
never accepted me as either, anyway, so… 
(Paul Moretti, NZ, 48, male, Chinese/Italian) 
 
His story described feeling connected to both sides, while recognizing that 
neither side fully accepted him.  He allowed for this contradiction, 
accommodating difference in his day-to-day life.  For others, such as Jenny and 
Andrew, this became more of a public/private dissonance: an inconsistency of 
identity that was particular to being of mixed heritage.  In this case, other forms 
of identity were often emphasized, such as nationality or occupation, to allow for 
a narrative of transcendence as belonging. 
As personal experiences of mixedness did not fit neatly within wider 
narratives of belonging in either country, many individuals felt that they were 
pushing at existing boundaries, and struggling to fit themselves into categories 
which did not allow for flexibility.   
I think… yeah, like most of my friends they don’t think I have, they don’t 
realize how insecure I’ve been, because of being mixed race. 
And… some people have quite like a positive reaction when they know that I’m 
of mixed race, but I still feel negative about it.   
But people won’t be able to tell that I am, cause I won’t, I’m quite good at 
hiding how I feel about things. 
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 (Jenny Griffiths, NZ, 25, female, Pakeha New Zealander/Chinese New Zealander) 
 
This dissonance meant that participants such as Jenny were very conscious of 
having a public and a private face, as they had to work to simplify complexity or 
to mask emotions and identifications.  This duality was seen as both positive and 
negative: a way to project a confident, public image for some, and a façade to 
hide underlying confusion for others. 
 
The sameness of being different 
 Negotiations of race and “mixed race” illustrated that although a typical 
“multiracial” experience was not evident in either Singapore or New Zealand, 
being of mixed heritage often made individuals feel different from others.  Some 
even found a kind of commonality in this difference.  Difference was most 
evident in cultural practices, experienced by participants in comparing themselves 
to their extended families, and to wider Chinese and European communities.  As 
a result, a number of participants described a feeling of recognition in the mixed 
backgrounds of others, a kind of affinity for mixedness, rather than a cultural 
commonality from within a single group. 
 Almost half the participants from Singapore indicated that they felt most 
comfortable with others of a similar mixed background, emphasizing that this 
was because of similar experiences of cultural multiplicity and even exclusion.  
Amber went out of her way to meet and make friends with others of a similar 
background, even choosing to listen to music by primarily Eurasian artists, 
feeling that this created a space for her to belong.  For others, the 
institutionalized nature of the Eurasian community in the country provided a 
place to meet others who felt similarly in-between, a potential meeting point for 
mixedness within the Singaporean framework.  A number of men and women 
mentioned having one close “mixed” friend, to whom they were able to relate 
easily. 
 In the New Zealand context, perhaps because of the geographical 
distribution, the majority of participants had less contact with people of a similar 
background, with a small number never having met anyone else of mixed 
heritage.  Most described mainly having friends who came from a single cultural 
background, and a few mentioned a small number of close friends who came 
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from mixed cultural background.  Mixedness was less commonly seen outside of 
larger cities, and individuals felt unique because of this.  Jenny met someone 
whose background reflected hers in her early twenties, and found that this 
allowed her to feel less isolated, finding “someone that was the same”. 
When I was about… about 20, um, my boyfriend at the time, who knew about 
all my issues that I had with being Eurasian, he knew another Eurasian boy, 
who’s also, who’s just a couple of years older than me.   
And he introduced me to him.   
And we met up and had this big talk about… what life was like being a half-
caste, growing up in New Zealand and things like that.  
And it was funny, because I found that he had exactly the same like perceptions 
and ideas and negative experiences as I did.   
And I was like “oh my gosh, you’re like my long lost brother!  Why haven’t I 
found you earlier?”  So that was really funny. 
Um… but that was good, it was nice to find someone that was the same. 
‘Cause, yeah.  Yeah, no.   
I don’t really know many Eurasian people.   
At all.   
Um… and so he was the first one that I’ve met, that we had a good chat about 
it, and I felt like “oh my god, I’ve finally found someone who understands 
where I’m coming from!” 
(Jenny Griffiths, NZ, 25, female, Pakeha New Zealander/Chinese New Zealander) 
 
Her narrative highlighted the pervasiveness of racial belonging in New Zealand, 
and the historical legacy of attitudes towards mixing, seen in the use of the word 
“half-caste”.  Her search for someone “the same” reflected her need for 
community instead of difference, and the continued role that race, ancestry and 
cultural background play in notions of belonging.  She found commonality in her 
friend’s shared difference, and unusually for a New Zealand participant, she 
equated this with a common Eurasian background. 
 This notion of sameness in difference was also present in the stories of 
some participants who related to the multiplicity of their partner’s background.  
This was especially prominent in Singapore, as five individuals mentioned that 
their partner’s mixed heritage provided a key point of connection for them.  
Anne described how her partner came from a diversity of cultures, making it 
easier for her to relate to her.  Katrina stressed that a mixed or Eurasian identity 
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carried with it certain values, making for a more harmonious partnership.  For 
her, it was important to find someone who understood her cultural complexity as 
she grew older, someone like her. 
Interestingly, while commonalities could be found in mixedness, some 
individuals went further, and described wider common ground based on 
character and the potential for common humanity.  Such commonality could be 
found in geographic location, career aspirations, religious beliefs, or even 
common values.  Participants often referred to this type of commonality across 
difference when referring to the relationship of their parents, as they found 
common ground on which to meet.  From this perspective, race and mixedness 
were one aspect of a wider spectrum, illustrating one form of difference within a 
wider human sameness. 
 Racial categories or experiences of being mixed were then not the only 
ways in which participants defined themselves.  Other social axes of difference 
such as religion, profession and education were equally important to individual 
stories, highlighting that although race and heritage are important, for many 
people they were tangential to how they perceived themselves (see Mahtani 2005; 
Song and Aspinall 2012).  These alternative axes of difference were elaborated on 
in individual narratives.  In personal stories, there was a noticeable difference 
between the two countries in how individuals narrated their identities, often in 
response to the very broad question: “tell me about yourself”.  For over half the 
New Zealanders, other aspects of identity took preference in their stories, 
frequently nationality, but also religious or professional identities.  
Religious identity was an important form of belonging for a number of 
people in both countries.  The Singaporean sample professed more religious 
attachment: 58.4% of survey respondents listed themselves as Christian of some 
denomination (primarily Roman Catholic), 34.2% identified as not religious, and 
5.7% each as Buddhist and Muslim.  This is likely to be related to the 
interconnections between Eurasian identity and Christianity in Singapore, where 
the two are administratively, and often socially, intertwined.  For those whose 
religious identity was strong, religion was a point of commonality and a form of 
belonging.  Religious identity was frequently seen as a matter of choice, much 
more so than racial identity, and provided a way for participants to feel 
connected to a wider community.  Although most participants followed the 
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religious traditions of their families, a small number had converted to a particular 
religion themselves; in effect, they had chosen a religious community in which to 
belong.  For one man, Terence, his religious background was a key point of 
commonality in relating to his fiancée, over and above heritage.  For another 
woman, her religion played an important part in her life and her husband’s 
beliefs, but in a more symbolic way: 
We are all, um, Muslim.  And um, I thought my dad left the religion, but 
apparently he’s still, he still considers himself Muslim.   
So for my, um, for my… in Muslim terms, they call it Nikah, which is the 
religious ceremony for the wedding.  So, he gave me away.  So… and it’s like, 
and he has to be Muslim to give me away so, yeah. 
Um… he’s, he doesn’t pray, or… yeah.  Same as my mum.   
So we are quite liberal in that sense.  I think, for me it’s like, I guess periods 
where I’m quite, I’m quite… I try to pray and make an effort, but it’s up and 
down.  Yeah. 
It’s not really… yeah.  I wouldn’t say it’s very, ah… 
We, we, we want to make it important, but somehow it’s just not. 
(Safiyah Matthews, SG, 28, female, Singaporean Chinese/New Zealand European) 
 
Safiyah discussed her religious as identity as a symbolic and shifting part of her 
life, relating to both her background with her parents, and her future with her 
husband.  Her uncertainty highlighted her occasional ambivalence, as she saw 
religion as something that should be important, but did not always become 
important in her day-to-day life. 
In the New Zealand group, 44% of respondents identified as Christian of 
some denomination, 48% as not religious, and 8% as Baha’i.  Many of those who 
were not religious described the religious affiliations of their parents, and how 
these translated to cultural practices and beliefs that had influenced them, despite 
not identifying with the religion itself.  Several of the Christian participants 
stressed that Christianity was one of the most important aspects of their lives.  As 
Angelina Ng said: “[it is] kind of like the driving force behind everything we kind 
of do”.   
Religion was seen as not inherited by blood, but passed on through 
practice and experience, as in the case of one participant: 
I’m a Christian, and that’s a big part of my identity.   
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I didn’t really say heaps about that, but my adopted family um, are quite, 
committed Christians.  Um, not really…  
Well, mum is fairly conservative.  Dad not so much.  Ah, but from a Baptist 
background, so not fundamentalist, but fairly, you know… born again Christian, 
you’d say. 
And that’s kind of, that’s been something I’ve just carried on in my own life  
and it’s a big part of who I am.  
(Jason De Vries, NZ, 39, male, Pakeha New Zealander/Chinese New Zealander) 
 
Jason described how his beliefs as a Christian were important in defining who he 
was, and helped him to feel a sense of belonging, providing an overriding form 
of identity.  For another participant, Andrea, her religious identity as Baha’i was 
very much related to practice, and shaped much of her life: her activities in her 
free time, and the friends that she felt closest to.  As in Singapore, religion 
provided a point of commonality that transcended heritage and cultural 
similarities for some people, negotiating a different form of belonging and group 
membership. 
 For a small number of people in New Zealand and Singapore, such as 
Pamela, Katie and David, they defined identity in very individual terms, focused 
on personality traits, as “just who I am”.  These individuals felt that they were 
not defined by external or ancestral parameters, and that this uniqueness of 
personality was seen by those close to them.   
[pause] I’m a 20 year old female who goes to Otago university [laughs].   
No, I don’t know…  
I just never gave much though into describing myself either,  
I’m just like “I’m Pamela, that’s it.” 
(Pamela McLane, NZ, 20, female, Singaporean Chinese/Pakeha, Fijian and Japanese) 
 
Rather than focusing on ethnicity or race, as for Pamela, they separated their 
identities from external categorizations in narratives of transcendence.  They 
stressed that they were simply themselves.  This view of identity from the inside 
out de-emphasized the role of external perceptions and understandings of race, 
setting their individual stories outside of wider narratives. 
 This theme of individuality continued in the descriptions of those who 
emphasized agency as the defining point of their identities.  For these 
participants, it was their choices that defined who they were.   
	   236 
Has my background influenced who I am as a person?   
No, I think we’ve made ourselves into what we want to be.   
You know, we’re not held back…  
We’re not being routed into the origins and say, “Oh, no, we can’t move away 
from that.”   
(David Faulkner, SG, 64, male, Singaporean Chinese/White British) 
 
David’s narrative is also transcendent, as he highlighted his choices and who he 
has made himself, above race or heritage.  Having lived through numerous 
changes in state policy towards race and shifting attitudes towards the Eurasian 
community, he chose to take responsibility for his identity over and above his 
origins.  In both New Zealand and Singapore, a small number of individual 
narratives developed in this way.  They focused on identity as a choice, 
emphasizing that although external perceptions could influence the individual, it 
was ultimately the individual that decides how to respond.  These ideas of choice 
and negotiation reflected the ways social structure and context shaped identity, 
yet how agency could be asserted and maintained in different conditions.  This 
reinforces recent literature, which highlights how individual identity can be 
stronger than an imposed categorization, involving significant negotiation, 
strategy and personal effort as individuals define their identities for themselves 
and for others (Khanna and Johnson 2010; Storrs 1999). 
 Regardless of a public/private identity dissonance, individual identities 
could not exist completely divorced from context, and other participants 
described how they created their own symbolic spaces in which to belong.  These 
spaces were often elaborated in more detail when talking about the next 
generation.  Although there was no single definition of what it meant to be 
mixed, most participants were very definite that they wanted to pass on the 
importance of a mixed heritage to their children.  In both countries, participants 
wanted to make sure that the next generation was aware of mixedness and the 
uniqueness of their ancestry. 
Many Singaporeans discussed the practical ways in which these heritages 
could be made real to their children, through food, traditions, language and 
festivals.  Some were concerned that their mixed ancestry meant that the culture 
they would pass down would be too diluted to be meaningful, while others spoke 
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of making a deliberate attempt to make cultural aspects an important part of 
everyday life. 
If I, um, you know marry someone from a different background, I would want 
all three of the backgrounds to be integrated.  You know, into my child’s 
existence. 
You know, and um… and I think it’s really important.   
I think it’s really important to know where children, for children to know where 
they come from. 
And… you know, I think that… and… and I think what I’d like to do, what I’d 
aim to do is just take the good, not dismiss the bad, but take the good things 
from each one, and you know, integrate it into our lives.   
And… um… you know, celebrate Chinese New Year, celebrate Christmas 
[laughs], celebrate Hari Rayya [laughs].  Whatever! 
And I think like… yeah, I think I wouldn’t want them to miss out on, you 
know, on that.  You know, because I come from two different cultures, then 
they come from two different cultures plus one, one more, or two or more, you 
know? 
And… yeah.  I just, I want them to know about where they come from, and you 
know, and experience like the cultures and that kind of thing, and yeah.   
I think it would be quite important. 
(Anne McNeil, SG, 27, female, Singaporean Chinese/British) 
 
Anne’s narrative highlighted this deliberate integration, as she saw herself passing 
down her own form of appreciation to her children.  She described wanting them 
to know “where they come from”, highlighting cultural backgrounds as spaces to 
belong, rather than necessarily a definite place. 
For the New Zealanders, awareness of heritage was also seen as very 
important.  Rather than focusing on the practical aspects of transmitting culture, 
individuals spoke of the power of symbolic recognition, and how this had often 
been lacking in their lives as children.  One man, Jason, described how his 
feelings of shame about his heritage dissipated as he learned more about the 
Chinese side of his family, a “turning point” for him.  Emmeline and Alexis felt 
that a strong sense of being Chinese would have strengthened their identities as 
children, one intended to pass that on to her children in turn. 
Um, I would want to tell them all about their background and how…  
I’d want to make them feel good about their background.   
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That’s something that I’d say that my friends who are full-blooded Chinese have 
had a really strong sense of their Chinese-ness and it was…  
and it’s strengthened their identity  
and it meant that if anyone was sort of giving them a hard time I think it was 
going to affect them less because they had such a strong sense of identity. 
Whereas I think that I didn’t so if somebody started making fun of me because 
of my heritage it hurt me a lot more because I didn’t,  
yeah, I didn’t have that strong sense of what it was to be mixed race.   
Um, so I’d want them to feel really good about it and, you know, teach them 
that it’s a positive thing.   
(Emmeline Tan, NZ, 32, female, Pakeha New Zealander/Singaporean Chinese) 
 
This story was a good example, as Emmeline described two important points as 
she talked about her future children.  Firstly, she highlighted her recognition of 
culture and mixed race as passed down through symbolic connections to 
identities.  Secondly, however, she reflected a belief that there is a single way in 
which to be strongly Chinese, or mixed race, and this was something she lacked 
growing up.  This connection was something that she would seek for her 
children, to give them a “strong sense of identity”.   
Paul looked at this generational shift from a different, more ambiguous, 
point of view.  Reflecting a potential shift, he described how his children were 
able to negotiate a multiplicity of identities, in ways that he was not able to do 
growing up. 
I know my daughter in particular loves the fact that she is part Chinese, part 
Italian, and on my wife’s side, part Scottish, part English and part Maori. 
So she revels in the fact that she’s got all these different traits in her. 
And she goes to a fantastic school, where they celebrate differences.   
And so they have international day.  So every international day she goes dressed 
as something different.   
So this year she was Italian, and the previous year she was Chinese, the previous 
year before that she was Maori… and everyone’s going “how can you have all 
these different things?” 
And she loves the fact, and I think it’s great,  
and I think it’s a real maturity in New Zealand that we can do that kind of stuff. 
(Paul Moretti, NZ, 48, male, Chinese/Italian) 
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His daughter’s appreciation of her identity subverted many expectations in the 
New Zealand context.  Illustrating both the choices of the parents and the 
changing social context in New Zealand, mixed identity became less about 
heritage for her.  It was more about cultural diversity and acceptance: a mindset 
as well as an awareness of ancestral lines. 
Looking at identities over time and generation, some participants 
described how their attitudes towards their heritage changed over time – as they 
got older, and as the social attitudes around them shifted.  For the oldest 
participant in Singapore, his memories of negative attitudes towards mixing 
influenced his feelings of being excluded from wider group identities.   
I’ve been trying to collect memories of why other… what other people said to 
us, that we were like half breeds, you know, and these words were used, you 
know.   
They were used not in a negative but sort of a like maybe a partial nickname or 
so.   
And you would grow up knowing that you’re not like them.   
Okay, so that’s one.  I… I think that makes a big difference, it makes you feel 
assimilated into a group or not.   
But I think after you reach maturity it doesn’t matter any more… doesn’t make 
a difference any more.   
You can fight your way in the world, you can… you can… you have a right to 
be where you are and that kind of stuff and…  
and it doesn’t… you don’t go back and say, “I’m not so good,” or, you know, 
you don’t…  
We grew up poor and so that also had some influence, but not in the subject 
we’re talking about now.   
I guess everybody grew up poor. [laughs] 
(David Faulkner, SG, 64, male, Singaporean Chinese/White British) 
 
As he got older, David found he was more easily able to make a distinction 
between external attitudes and his personal identity, and to better accommodate 
the two.  His experience had proved to him that identity was more about choices 
and actions, rather than heritage.  He also spoke about being poor in a 
lighthearted manner, belying the seriousness of the subject, and stressing that 
other forms of identity, including occupation, socioeconomic status and 
generation, had influenced him significantly. 
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 For many of the New Zealand participants, age also had an impact on 
how they felt about their backgrounds.  Many people described discomfort, 
embarrassment or unhappiness when they were younger, generally in reaction to 
social exclusion and discrimination for being different.  
Yes, I’ve become more positive.   
Like I’m not… it doesn’t sit as… um… it’s not as uneasy anymore as it used to 
be. 
Um… um… so yeah, I definitely, I’ve come to a place where I’m more 
comfortable with it. 
I still have… yeah, sometimes I still find it tricky, because I find myself in the 
middle of like, feeling like… yeah… I don’t belong, or racism… I find myself in 
the middle of that. 
Um… but definitely not as confused anymore.   
And I kind of, I guess because I’ve found like direction in my life,  
like I love my job, it’s something that I’m very passionate about.   
You kind of, all those other sort of problems disappear because you feel more 
content about things. 
(Jenny Griffiths, NZ, 25, female, Pakeha New Zealander/Chinese New Zealander) 
 
As in Jenny’s narrative, participants talked about how these feelings and reactions 
had shifted with time.  They mentioned that things had changed with age and 
maturity, as they found other ways in which to belong, often through education 
or occupation.  Some individuals indicated that their feelings had shifted from 
negative to positive, as they learned to reconcile private and public identities, and 
to negotiate a sense of belonging within social groups and wider structures.   
So when I was growing up I’d often, you know, when people would say to you, 
“so, you look different, so why are you different?”, I would…  
I wouldn’t say I was ashamed of it,  
but I wouldn’t openly talk about the fact that I had a Chinese mother and an 
Italian father.  So, I’d skirt around the topic. 
Whereas now, I’m very open about it.  I’m very happy to tell everyone.   
I think it’s also a reflection of how New Zealand’s changed too.   
Yeah, so New Zealanders are far more open about race and ethnicity.   
So I think it’s a good thing. 
(Paul Moretti, NZ, 48, male, Chinese/Italian) 
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Paul’s story reflected both a personal and a social change: his changing attitude 
resulting from personal growth, and from the changing social context in New 
Zealand.  Similarly, a number of people in both countries commented on 
increasing levels of intermarriage, and the higher numbers of young people of 
mixed heritage in schools.  For them, this suggested that asserting mixedness 
would be easier for the next generations.  Public/private dissonance would be 
reduced, and personal negotiations and accommodations would be less difficult, 
with increasing diversity and higher levels of social comfort around the idea of 
mixed identities.  Rose in New Zealand highlighted the drawing together of 
threads of time, experience, heritage and belonging. 
I think maybe your roots are inside of you.   
Like… that’s where the power come from, that’s where your identity comes 
from, and your identity is never, it’s never fixed.   
Like, there’s that study, like there’s no cell in your body that’s that same after 7 
years or something.   
So like whoever you are, or you think you are at this moment in time, it’s 
completely different to where you’ll be in the future.   
And so I’m like, well, I agree with that idea.   
Who I am now was not what I was when I was younger.   
You’re the sum of all your experiences.   
 (Rose Stein, NZ, 22, female, Hong Kong Chinese/Dutch) 
 
Her narrative positioned mixedness as shifting and subversive, redefining the 
conception of roots as heritage and belonging.  In her case, mixed identity was 
less about confusion and dissonance, and more about fluidity and compromise, 
as ideas of race, ethnicity, culture and nation combined in a personal narrative of 
belonging. 
 
Conclusion: where you’re from and where you’re at 
 Moving across stories of belonging, generation, growing up and being left 
out, identity was complex, fluid and changing for all participants.  Although such 
multiplicity is not exclusive to experiences of mixedness, simplistic conceptions 
of race, ethnicity, nation and belonging often miss the ways in which identity is 
less easily categorized for individuals of mixed heritage.  In both Singapore and 
New Zealand, individual stories were pieced together within a particular set of 
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circumstances, as personal narratives reflected and absorbed wider narratives of 
the nation (Hall 1996:4).  Contextual differences between countries highlighted 
key differences in identity construction, illustrating the dissonance and tension 
between macro categorization of identities and the lived, gendered and racialized 
experiences of individuals (Ang 2001:11).  Echoing previous research and theory 
in the US, the UK and New Zealand, participants spoke of reflexive and shifting 
identities, and personal conceptions of mixedness that encompassed multiple 
identities and spaces to belong.   
Discussions of belonging and not belonging were key in both places, and 
interestingly, distinctions were frequently made between public and private forms 
of belonging in narratives of accommodation and subversion.  Wider social 
acceptance of personal feelings could be seen as optional in validating a private 
feeling of attachment, particularly so in New Zealand, where private identity was 
often seen to override public identification.  Traditional feelings of belonging, 
aligning nation, race and family were commonly discussed in Singapore, but in 
both countries, such belonging was not always seen as desirable or necessary.  
Belonging could instead be conceived of as a process, encompassing symbolic 
and geographical locations and journeys, drawing on experience as much as 
heritage in order to locate oneself.  For participants in both cases, experiences of 
travel highlighted this, as people told stories of experiencing multiple cultures and 
locations in their lives.  This movement and awareness of other contexts often 
led individuals to stress the importance of diversity in their feelings of belonging: 
finding a sense of commonality in difference. 
In Singapore, a number of participants spoke of belonging in many 
places, and simultaneously, nowhere at all.  Such conceptions of belonging often 
had a strong racialized undertone, drawing on discourses of race and nation and 
narratives of reinforcement, as well as ideas about ancestral homelands and 
diaspora.  Building on this, several Singaporean participants spoke of a mythical 
homeland of Eurasia, where Eurasians could belong by aligning race and nation 
in a similar way.  For some, online groups provided a way of creating a virtual 
Eurasia, to search for commonality in the experiences and heritages of others.  
For New Zealand, the contemporary alignment between race and nation was less 
pronounced, with many participants focusing instead on an attachment to New 
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Zealand as a physical place, highlighting also the diversity within the country as 
impacting their feelings of belonging. 
In both cases, belonging was related to feelings of being at home or not 
at home: both on an intimate, personal scale, and in the wider sense of national 
identity and citizenship.  Participants described subversive narratives of 
belonging, as they spoke of being at home in Singapore and New Zealand, or not 
at home, and sometimes both simultaneously.  Feeling homeless was conceived 
of as both positive and negative in this sense, and a number of individuals 
redefined their ideas of home as created and lived within wider structural 
constraints.  In New Zealand, home was often understood on a very personal 
level, as connected to a localized space such as a town or a house, and imbued 
with important memories.  In both countries, participants saw home as closely 
linked to family, friends and cultural connections.  Home was also seen as a 
choice, something to be constructed and changed within wider circumstances: 
this was mentioned in both countries, but the circumstances were described as 
more constraining in the Singaporean context.  Much like identity, home was also 
seen by some as fluid and multiple, expressed by a small number of Singaporean 
participants, but more commonly mentioned in New Zealand. 
Being mixed related to conceptions of home and belonging in different 
ways.  Similarly, mixedness meant different things to participants in itself.  
Singaporean participants often fractionalized their heritages along racial lines in 
narratives of reinforcement, while non-racial identities were more commonly put 
forward as transcendent narratives in New Zealand.  However, in both countries, 
individuals described how being mixed meant that they felt open-minded, 
tolerant and flexible when it came to cultural identity and personal traits.  A form 
of difference inherent in being mixed was emphasized in both contexts within 
stories of accommodation, but as both positive and negative.  Feeling negatively 
different, and out of place, was more pronounced in the Singaporean context, 
although participants in both places stressed that negative feelings of difference 
could often be balanced by positive difference and uniqueness.  Both the survey 
and the interviews revealed mostly positive views of heritage and identity in both 
countries, although interestingly, one quarter of participants in New Zealand had 
neutral or shifting feelings about their heritage, significantly more than in the 
Singaporean context.  In the context of personal narratives, it appears that while 
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classification shapes and is shaped by wider social narratives, it is individuals’ 
experiences with inclusion and exclusion (and discrimination) that are key.  Many 
more Singaporeans had friends with similar backgrounds, or were familiar with 
the idea of mixedness as an identity.  In New Zealand, mixed heritage was much 
less talked about, and many participants had very few, or no friends with similar 
experiences.   
The inter-country comparison illuminated significant sameness, but a 
sameness that encompassed much diversity.  As shown in the previous chapters, 
mixedness was often understood to mean experience within narratives of 
subversion and accommodation, rather than simply an ancestral or biological 
authenticity.  In both countries, narratives of “mixed race” showed individuals as 
they worked to locate themselves in their families, their communities and their 
countries: “the process of becoming rather than being: not ‘who we are’ or 
‘where we came from’, so much as what we might become, how we have been 
represented and how that bears on how we might represent ourselves” (Hall 
1996:4). 
Supporting recent research, and countering theories of marginality, 
personal stories showed how ethnic, racial and cultural identity was not always 
tied to ancestry or parentage, nor to external validation of such ancestry (Song 
2010b; Stephan and Stephan 2000).  Beliefs around mixedness were not fixed, 
and identities were necessarily lived differently across time and space, reflecting 
both changing contexts and shifting personal locations (Mahtani 2002b, 2005).  
Mixed identities were then as much about “routes” as “roots”, as participants 
negotiated their feelings of inclusion, exclusion and belonging through differing 
understandings of home: “not the so-called return to roots but a coming-to-
terms with our ‘routes’” (Hall 1996:4). 
These personal “routes”, individual life experiences, were key in how 
participants saw who they had come to be.  In both countries, many participants 
were clear that it was the myriad of cultural influences in their lives that had 
shaped their identities, rather than more abstract notions of biology and lineage.  
This was reflected in the context where they grew up, as for many people, the 
emotions associated with a childhood home provided a strong connection for 
them.  The culture(s) of their families also proved important, as the learned 
family practices and traditions influenced the meanings of these cultural 
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associations.  This was important for individuals who were raised by a family 
from a different cultural background, for those whose family created an intimate 
and new form of family culture, and for those who found a third culture in their 
immediate surroundings in which they felt at home.  One Singaporean woman, 
Safiyah, felt most comfortable with Malay culture, as the culture of her family, 
and one New Zealand woman, Andrea, felt connected to Maori culture, as 
something that she felt drawn to and embraced by.  Life experience proved 
practically important, even if heritage was symbolically valued. 
 The concepts of home and belonging also changed for participants, 
across time and space.  Associations and identifications from the past did not 
necessarily carry over into the present or the future.  As many participants moved 
geographically, their conceptions of home as a located place and symbolic space 
changed, and as previously illustrated, home could be multiple, singular, or not 
located at all.  Such movement often meant that identity was less about the fixed 
past, and more about the possibilities of the future. 
 Most importantly, public and private conceptions of identities converged 
and diverged, shifting across time and contexts.  For some, the dissonance 
between their understandings of multiplicity and fluidity were in stark contrast 
with wider narratives of singularity and belonging, positioning accommodation 
within reinforcement.  This was particularly present in Singapore, and led some 
individuals to feel constrained and dispossessed by racial and national 
categorizations.  This struggle also existed for a small number of individuals in 
New Zealand, as racial narratives underpinned much contemporary discussion on 
fluid ethnicity and voluntary belonging. 
 Public and private differences were addressed in different ways.  Some 
fought against the system in subversion; some sought to position themselves 
within simple categories by emphasizing one aspect of their heritage and 
reinforced wider narratives; and others attempted to reconcile external and 
internal understandings to create a wider sense of self through narratives of 
accommodation.  For some, particularly in New Zealand, public and private 
categorizations and identifications could exist simultaneously, without inherent 
contradiction, making accommodation less difficult.  Such difference was 
illustrated as participants defined race, ethnicity, culture and nation for 
themselves.  Roots and routes could then be understood as essentially the same, 
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as public and private identities coexisted, developed and changed.  Mixedness 
was expressed through a complex assortment of practices, beliefs, symbolic 
attachments and stories, told and retold within wider social narratives. 
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Chapter Eight: Conclusion 
 
Narrative Themes and Storied Theories 
This research project brought together 40 personal narratives of 
mixedness in Singapore and New Zealand, juxtaposing these individual stories 
against wider narratives of race, national identity and belonging.  As a qualitative 
study, the aim was not to provide direct causal links between context and 
identity, but to explore how differences in context and history provide for 
different identity options, and how these options are understood and made use 
of by individuals of mixed descent.  In this way, the concept and experience of 
“mixed race” provided a unique lens through which to review and deconstruct 
existing racial paradigms, illuminating the permeability of racial boundaries, and 
the fluidity of individual identities.  By analyzing the interplay between the state, 
society and the individual, “mixed race” can be positioned as a manifestation of 
social, historical and political changes in Singapore and New Zealand.  This 
concluding chapter draws the previous sections together, using mixedness as a 
framework for understanding aspects of national and social change, and the 
centrality and constructedness of racial boundaries in both contexts. 
Returning to the guiding research questions, the relationship between 
national narratives of racial formation and personal narratives of mixedness has 
proved complex and intricate.  Historical processes of racial formation in both 
contexts have had powerful impacts on the shape of contemporary population 
management (see Gullickson and Morning 2010): the colonial legacies of race 
and racialized hierarchy are strong in both countries, but have been manifested in 
different ways.  The census provided an important way to track these processes 
over time, illustrating how state constructions of race and ethnicity have shaped 
institutional classifications, social understandings and personal experiences of 
race, by simplifying complex reality into singular, countable categories (Aspinall 
2012; Song 2012).  In Singapore, historical classification paid special attention to 
boundary crossing and mixedness, echoed in the Eurasian category today.  
Intermixing and mixed identities were viewed as unacceptable crossings of 
delimited boundaries, and many participants experienced expressions of 
stereotypes about rootless, immoral and culturally homeless “mixed race” 
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identities.  In New Zealand, mixedness was not always recorded and marked in 
the same way, and in contemporary record keeping, is not viewed as particularly 
unusual.  However, participants described experiences of negative attitudes in 
New Zealand society: but interestingly, these were more reactions against difference, 
rather than reactions against mixing as in Singapore. 
Individual narratives were complex and varied, with key similarities and 
differences occurring both across and within the two contexts.  Common to both 
contexts was the idea of change: both personally, in individual stories over time, 
and socially and/or structurally, as race and ethnicity were dealt with differently 
at different points.  On the macro level, national narratives illustrated shifting 
trajectories, but towards different outcomes.  In Singapore, against a strongly 
racialized framework with significant material consequences, top-down changes 
have sought to symbolically acknowledge mixedness, without upsetting the 
multiracial balance.  Tolerance is promoted for different racial groups, and 
boundary crossing is increasingly in the public eye, yet individuals are still 
understood as having a primary race: mixedness remains out of the ordinary, 
structurally and socially.  In New Zealand, state efforts at removing “race” from 
public discourse have resulted in ethnicity being understood in a more fluid and 
flexible manner in official and academic circles.  This flexibility has not always 
translated easily to everyday life.  Some change is evident, as many participants 
described how they had seen changes in their lifetimes, particularly in terms of 
tolerance for differently racialized New Zealanders.  Being mixed as one way of 
being different is becoming increasingly acceptable for younger generations in 
New Zealand. 
Given the contrasts in racialized structures, one interesting, and 
potentially counter-intuitive, finding from participants’ stories was the way in 
which flexibility could be found within structure.  Although Singapore has much 
more structured racial categories, individuals who defined themselves as Chinese 
and European were much more flexible in their personal definitions in Singapore.  
They exhibited more tolerance for ambiguity and diversity in their definitions of 
what it meant to be Chinese and/or European: many had other aspects to their 
ancestries, but nevertheless identified themselves as both Chinese and European 
in narratives of accommodation.  In New Zealand, by contrast, participants’ 
backgrounds were more often half-half: one Chinese and one European parent.  
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Subtleties in culture were then elaborated on this base of heritage.  This personal 
flexibility and redefinition highlights that in some cases, more clearly defined 
boundaries are those which are more easily blurred.  Although categories in 
Singapore were seen as constraining, they also presented opportunities for 
personal hybridity and fluidity, accommodation and subversion. 
In both countries, Chinese identity was significantly emphasized, both 
symbolically and practically: a marker of sameness in Singapore and of difference 
in New Zealand.  In contrast, European identity was seen as less “ethnic”, but 
often related to socio-economic status in Singapore, and national identity in New 
Zealand, stressing the (often unnoticed) dominance of the majority group in one 
country, and the legacy of racial hierarchy in the other.  Mixedness itself meant 
many different things.  In Singapore, participants often focused on the mixing of 
ancestry, and the practical “proof” of belonging in multiple groups, such as 
linguistic ability.  In New Zealand, mixedness was more cultural and often 
symbolic, a felt form of connection, with less dissonance experienced between 
state categories and personal identities and accommodations.  In both countries, 
individuals often spoke of personal growth and strength, as they were better able 
to appreciate and understand differences as they grew older. 
In Singapore, a form of commonality was sometimes seen in mixed 
identities, drawing on the perceived difference of mixedness within a singular 
racial framework.  Mixedness was seen as more unusual in New Zealand, and 
commonality was then found along other axes of difference.  In both countries, 
individuals spoke of other aspects of identity that were equally, if not more 
important than racial identities: transcending race along religious, occupational, 
educational, locational and class lines.  In Singapore, several of these coincided 
with racial classifications, including the expected conflation of race and religion, 
and the class/race distinctions of expat/local identities.  For some, commonality 
was not sought at all as they negotiated their identities, as participants located 
themselves purely individually, as “just who I am”. 
 At the meso level, mixedness as a conscious group identity was not 
obviously present: the commonality of mixedness instead being found in 
difference (see Song 2012).  In contrast to the “multiracial” movement and 
advocacy in the US, “mixed race” as a communal identity took on very different 
forms in Singapore and New Zealand.  In New Zealand, against a background 
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where flexibility is possible and potentially more normalized, there was no 
evidence of a mixed community, with many individuals knowing very few others 
with a similar background.  In Singapore, the Eurasian community provided an 
ostensible space for individuals of mixed descent, but in practice, this created a 
further category into which mixedness did not easily fit.  As a result of historical 
changes, the initially hybrid Eurasian community has become increasingly 
racialized, serving to crystallize boundaries rather than provide space for 
flexibility.  This essentialization of Eurasian identity has served a practical 
purpose in positioning the community as a legitimate part of the Singaporean 
nation, but has also created an identity with which few participants identified 
strongly.  Interestingly, particularly for countries considering a “multiracial” 
category, having such a category in Singapore served to reinforce existing 
racialized structures, rather than necessarily promoting a sense of community or 
an acceptance of mixedness. 
In both contexts then, projects of mixedness often remained personal, 
with individuals asserting their connections to multiple groups rather than the 
creation of a separate group which could be extended to others.  A few stories 
expressed a desire for this form of mixed community, an imaginary Eurasia, 
reflecting the power of racial stories of belonging in both countries.  Others 
sought belonging and community along other axes of identity, with mixedness 
acting as a way to belong between and within multiple ethnic and racial 
communities.   
 
Macro, meso, micro 
Addressing the overall connections between micro, meso and macro 
conceptions of race and mixedness, this research has highlighted that state 
narratives of racial formation both coincide with and diverge from personal 
stories of “mixed race”.  In Singapore, personal narratives were strongly shaped 
by a racialized background, as individuals located themselves and made sense of 
their experiences within everyday, pervasive racial structures.  However, there 
was also an important state/individual disconnect, as complex and fluid identities 
did not fit easily within a more fixed state framework with far-reaching practical 
consequences.  In New Zealand, personal stories were positioned against a dual 
narrative of fluidity and racialization, reflected in narratives that embraced 
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ambiguity while still referring back to racialized categories.  The disconnect in 
this context was more between social narratives of race and personal identities: 
the fluidity of official categorizations and personal experiences not being widely 
recognized by the majority of the population, which continues to see race and 
ethnicity as singular and pre-defined.   
This social aspect of identity proved particularly important in both 
countries, connecting individual identities to the level of the state, and 
determining which identity options were available to individuals of mixed 
descent.  Social understandings of race and belonging, as shaped by and shaping 
wider state narratives, provided options for community inclusion and exclusion 
(Song and Aspinall 2012).  The dissonances between public and private forms of 
identity drew on these social boundaries, as personal feelings of connectedness 
were reinforced or discouraged through experiences of belonging in or exclusion 
from ethnic and racial groups.  Race was seen by participants as both a way to 
belong and a source of division within society, and occasionally within racial 
groups.  In both Singapore and New Zealand, participants experienced exclusion 
from groups as a result of perceived difference, but while mixedness was the 
primary source of difference in Singapore, it was Chineseness (whether being too 
Chinese to be Pakeha, or not Chinese enough to be legitimately Chinese) identity 
that was the main point of difference in New Zealand. 
Participants then related to their heritage in different ways: feeling 
connected to one group more than the other, feeling very connected to both, 
feeling like they created something else entirely, or even describing a form of 
identity that transcended the racial identifications of their heritage.  These 
different options were shaped and constrained by both state and social 
classifications and exclusions, as individuals sought to reconcile their personal 
stories with wider narratives of belonging.  Mixed identity was then a process of 
location, negotiation and experience, a fluid, contextual and shifting way to belong.  
Identity as a process pushed against simplistic forms of categorization, and wider 
social norms of racial belonging based on ancestry, leading to a public/private 
dissonance that was common across both contexts.  While identity claims were 
personal to each participant, their choices between narratives of reinforcement, 
subversion, accommodation or transcendence reflected the wider context in 
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which they found themselves, and the resources with which they were able to 
negotiate. 
As seen in the previous chapters, these negotiations took different forms, 
as individuals sought to reconcile public and private narratives, or allowed 
differing narratives to co-exist simultaneously.  Overall, many participants 
described a type of third space of identity in their stories: mixedness set them 
apart from wider social and national narratives, and personal narratives attempted 
to address this dislocation.  Many located their identities racially and along lines 
of heritage, seeing themselves as a mix of both, with links to both, or with the 
best of both worlds, implying that there are indeed separate worlds which could 
be linked in some way.  This type of racialized, reinforcing and then mixed 
narrative was present in both contexts, but was more common in Singapore.  For 
others, in both countries, public and private narratives were reconciled through a 
symbolic acknowledgement and accommodation of mixedness, negotiating 
public/private identities simultaneously.  Private narratives were most commonly 
seen as distinct from public narratives in New Zealand.  Mixedness was a way to 
both encompass and distance oneself from different aspects of heritage and 
culture, with a significant emphasis on the individuality of identity. 
 
Reconciling narratives 
Returning to the theoretical framework, characterizations of narratives 
highlighted the ways in which micro narratives have developed within differing 
macro narratives.  Importantly, in a process of narrative analysis, the fragmented 
themes from personal stories come together within holistic narratives of identity, 
bringing narratives back together and comparing their positionings across 
contexts.  To do this, the four major narratives of transcendence, reinforcement, 
accommodation and subversion can be compared across Singapore and New 
Zealand, exploring how each occurs in different contexts, and potential reasons 
for this narrative location (see table 3.1, page 39). 
 
Narratives of extremes: transcendence and reinforcement 
 Beginning with the two most extreme narratives, personal stories can be 
held up against broader narratives, looking for coherence and discontinuities.  
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Personal narratives of transcendence reject racialization to a large extent, 
focusing instead on aspects of experience and non-racial identities.  Interestingly, 
for narratives of transcendence to develop, there needs to be an awareness of a 
racial narrative to transcend in the first place.  Seven participants from Singapore 
and five from New Zealand could be broadly characterized as situating 
themselves primarily in stories of transcendence.  These include Singaporean 
participants who focused on the transnational and global aspects of identity 
(James Field, Susann Nasser, Celine Chin), compared to those who stressed the 
importance of civic identity and citizenship as primary in determining identity 
(William Briggs, Alastair Jenkins, Terence Peaks, David Faulkner).  These 
participants are primarily male, (those who stressed the importance of just being 
Singaporean were exclusively male), across a range of ages.  This emphasis on 
civic identity and belonging above racial classification is likely related to the 
impact of national service on the self-perceptions of men in Singapore, as each of 
the four men served in the armed forces.  For the New Zealanders, four of those 
who focused on transcendence emphasized the importance of being a New 
Zealander first (Tai Feng, Pamela McLane, Paul Moretti, Nathan Fleming), while 
one woman saw her religious identity as a way to transcend racial categorizations 
(Angelina Ng).  Again, national identity appealed predominantly to men, perhaps 
reflecting a gendered propensity towards a simple, overarching form of identity – 
even without the additional factor of national service.  Each of these individuals 
downplayed the importance of race in their personal conceptions of self, 
choosing an alternative way to belong.  This was sometimes unconscious, but 
was more often a deliberate choice, reacting to experiences of exclusion, 
perceptions of phenotype, or family emphasis on other forms of belonging. 
 Turning to the opposite extreme, some participants reinforced wider 
narratives of race and belonging in their personal stories.  Confirming one initial 
theoretical hypothesis of this research, those who focused significantly on 
narratives of reinforcement were all from the Singaporean sample.  These five 
participants were all female, and reinforced wider Singaporean narratives of race 
in different ways.  The most common was to focus on Eurasian identity as 
racialized: an inherently different racialized group, and a form of categorization 
which allowed them to slot into the national framework (Sara Madeira, Francine 
Phillippe, Sandra Pereira-Ivansson, Amber Smith).  Reflecting another aspect of 
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being a racialized Singaporean, the final participant sought to locate herself in a 
single category, preferring a racial simplicity over acknowledgements of 
mixedness (Alison Lijuan).  Interestingly, four out of five came from 
backgrounds that were particularly complex, with multiple heritages coming 
together under the broad label of “Eurasian”, and perhaps reflecting a need for 
simplicity borne of the Singaporean racial context. 
 
Narratives of ambiguity: accommodation and subversion 
 The next two narrative characterizations described ways of embracing 
and positioning personal ambiguity against a public framework.  Narratives of 
accommodation allowed for significant public and private dissonance, with 
personal feelings of belonging not needing to be reconciled with occasionally 
contradictory national narratives.  Participants’ stories could most often be 
characterized as accommodation, as individuals in both countries negotiated their 
feelings of identity and connections with their heritage, while at the same time 
working within wider social constraints.  Six Singaporean participants told stories 
about how they accommodated personal mixedness within frameworks of racial 
singularity, with the predominant narrative reflecting an important break between 
the role of bureaucratic classification and the reality of personal identity.  Five 
out of six participants were female, and in their stories, individual complexity did 
not need to be acknowledged administratively, as lived identities were 
significantly more important than racial labels (Richard Ong, Jeanne Goh, 
Katrina Henry, Safiyah Matthews, Skye Sia, Hannah Alley). 
 Eleven participant narratives from New Zealand could also be broadly 
categorized as accommodating public and private dissonances.  This was the 
most common characterization for New Zealand, potentially reflecting the 
flexibility in public narratives of race, and the fact that the gap between public 
and private understandings was not as marked as in Singapore.  Again, more 
women than men described this kind of negotiation.  Most stories highlighted the 
difference between personal identity and wider categories, and implicitly, the lack 
of material outcomes of these wider categories on everyday life in New Zealand.  
Six individuals described their connections to both sides of their heritage, 
expressed in different ways, and how this multiplicity needed to be acknowledged 
personally, but not always publically.  For them, boundary crossing was a way of 
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life, and mixedness was an everyday reality: it therefore did not need to be 
structurally acknowledged to be real (Jason De Vries, Emmeline Tan, Jacob 
Roberts, Philippa Warner, Li Lin Zhen, Nadine Moore).  Two women focused 
on accommodation through other forms of identity and complexity.  In this way, 
they could fit themselves within wider frameworks and then complicate these 
through what they saw as important about themselves (Jasmine Orana, Katie 
Murray).  For three women, however, the dissonance between public and private 
identities had been a source of discontent.  They were aware of the different 
interpretations of mixedness, and negotiated their everyday lives around these 
understandings, but this lack of alignment was occasionally a reason for 
unhappiness.  They also sought to complicate wider understandings of race and 
belonging, by drawing on other forms of identity to locate themselves (Jenny 
Griffiths, Margaret Jenkins, Alexis Conrad). 
 The final narrative group can be characterized as stories of subversion: 
striving to bring together public and private understandings of mixedness, and 
pushing against social narratives of singularity.  Two participants in Singapore 
talked of seeking to break out of a framework which they saw as constraining.  
Their identities, based around mixedness and multiplicity, did not have adequate 
space in the Singaporean system of categorization, something which they were 
openly critical about.  Their attempts at subversion were not always satisfactory 
to them, coming up against an inflexible social framework.  As a result, they 
spoke of belonging nowhere, re-conceiving their identities on a solely personal 
level, disconnected from wider narratives (Anne McNeil, Andrew Wang-Jones). 
 Narratives of subversion were more common in New Zealand, with four 
participants re-negotiating wider narratives of ethnic belonging and biculturalism 
to include their own mixed identities.  These individuals told stories of creating 
something new from the available tools: developing an identity for themselves 
which placed significant weight on experience over ancestry, or even approaching 
ethnic belonging as something impossible to categorize and quantify (Melanie 
Townsend, Rose Stein, Joel Andrews, Andrea Wei).  In an interesting difference, 
these participants described positive experiences from these projects of 
subversion, reflecting the increased space for negotiation in the New Zealand 
system of classification. 
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Between Theory and Reality: Structure and Agency 
Narrative locations highlighted how differential processes of racial 
formation resulted in different narrative patterns for individuals of mixed 
descent.  Narratives of transcendence were equally present in both countries, 
illustrating how historical racialization can be rejected in both contexts.  
Narratives of accommodation were more common in New Zealand, as the 
dissonance between public and private understandings of mixedness was less 
stark than in the Singaporean context.  Narratives of reinforcement were more 
frequently seen in Singapore, mirroring the strength of colonial and post-colonial 
projects of racial formation, in which participants located their personal stories.  
Narratives of subversion were present in both countries, but more common in 
New Zealand, where subversion required less conscious effort, and was 
described as having a positive, strengthening impact on personal identity. 
These characterizations illuminate more than the personal stories of 
participants, by showing how wider narratives of race and racial categorization 
serve to shape these very stories.  Racial ideologies both shape and are challenged 
by personal narratives, as traditional racial boundaries are pushed by the everyday 
racial projects and locations of participants (see Storrs 1999).  As found by Bettez 
(2007), mixedness is negotiated between structure and agency, and individuals 
find ways to assert themselves within wider constraints.  The narrative 
differences above showed how structural constraints positioned stories in 
different ways in Singapore and New Zealand, with racialized constraints coming 
out strongly in Singapore.  This was demonstrated in the strong thread of racial 
belonging across the stories of many participants, particularly those whose 
personal projects work to reinforce dominant narratives.  The structure/agency 
relationship was not simple, and participants’ stories in both countries 
highlighted the complex ways in which agency can be played out within, against 
and in spite of wider structures. 
Personal stories both reinforced and subverted national narratives of 
race, drawing on racialized categories as explanation, yet also deliberately 
distancing private narratives from public narratives of what it means to belong.  
The four narrative characterizations illustrated the significant diversity of stories 
within each context, but equally highlighted certain patterns: narratives shaped by 
positionality, rather than created by simple cause and effect.  Processes of racial 
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formation in Singapore have provided an environment in which narratives of 
reinforcement are more common, working within a pervasive racialized 
framework, but also narratives of transcendence, which reject this framework 
entirely.  Narratives of accommodation, where a dissonance between public and 
private identities is accepted, were common in both countries, but more frequent 
in New Zealand, where national narratives are not as far removed from personal 
narratives of fluidity.  Similarly for narratives of subversion, as already flexible 
categories are bent and re-shaped by individuals negotiating their own personal 
form of mixedness. 
 
“Mixed race” and race: theoretical assessment and contribution 
 This research contributes to the growing body of literature which 
approaches “mixed race” from an ecological perspective, exploring the wider 
contextual factors influencing identity, and acknowledging the shifting and 
flexible nature of forms of belonging.  Participants’ stories reinforced that 
individuals of mixed descent are not inherently caught between two worlds, nor 
do they always feel conflicting loyalties, as posited by much early literature.  
Using mixedness as a lens to understand race and racial identity illustrates the 
constructedness of race as a whole, as there are not distinct “worlds” to be 
caught between.  Yet studying mixed race also potentially emphasizes this 
separation of groups, through suggesting that there are separate races to mix.  As 
in other recent studies, this project has attempted to balance this contradiction, 
showing both how mixedness challenges static conceptions and measurements of 
race, but also invokes historically ingrained racialized categories.  As stressed by 
Goldberg, the concept of “mixed race” poses “an ambivalent challenge to the 
racial condition from within the fabric of the racializing project” (1997:76), 
illustrating how theoretical and personal narratives can both reinforce and 
subvert wider narratives of racial formation. 
 Building on previous work, this research has used “mixed race” as a way 
to connect processes of racial formation at the macro and the micro levels: 
allowing for a window into the complex relationships between structure and 
agency (Ifekwunigwe 2002:325).  This connection has been further developed 
theoretically by combining racial formation theory with the concept of narrative, 
using narratives of racial formation to explore personal, social, and national 
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stories.  These narratives enrich racial formation theory, adding a key personal, 
storied dimension to the framework for analysis.  It then better illustrates how 
individual narratives of mixedness are positioned in and affected by wider 
contextual narratives of race and belonging, as they work to challenge, reinforce 
or contradict these broader narratives, or occasionally all three simultaneously.   
National narratives of race and “mixed race” have developed and 
changed over time in Singapore and New Zealand, mirroring broader socio-
historical shifts and post-colonial developments, and highlighting the centrality of 
mixedness to racialized understandings of social and cultural change (Parker and 
Song 2001:1).  In parallel, personal narratives of mixedness and the options 
available to express personal projects of mixedness have changed in either 
context.  Bringing these two levels together illustrates both narrative 
convergences and divergences, and importantly, the ways in which private 
narratives can be played out as alternative narratives of belonging, against strictly 
racialized structures as in Singapore, or more fluid conceptions of ethnicity as in 
New Zealand.  It highlights the importance of practical consequences of racial 
categorization in Singapore, but also the power of symbolic acknowledgment of 
mixed identity as a way to belong, as in New Zealand and the new hyphenated 
racial labels in Singapore. 
The complexity of these juxtaposed, flexible narratives then highlights 
another view of race and “mixed race”: “neither as a signifier of comprehensive 
identity nor of fundamental difference, but rather as a marker of the infinity of 
variations we humans hold as common heritage” (Winant 2000b:188).  This 
draws on Gilroy’s conception of human sameness, but rather than leaving race 
behind, allows everyday understandings of race and “mixed race” to be 
acknowledged as important to individuals while at the same time, shifting away 
from race as classification and hierarchy (Gilroy 2000; Winant 2000a).  By 
bringing together narratives of racial formation at macro and micro levels, 
providing an alternative perspective of characterizations of “mixed race”, this 
project sought to illustrate how theories of mixed racial formation can potentially 
explore the possibility of racial transformation (Nguyen 2008:1557). 
 A key outcome of this research draws out the potential directions such 
transformation could take.  Through comparing processes of racial formation in 
Singapore and New Zealand, this thesis has been able to explore systems of racial 
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classification that address “mixed race” in very different ways, and the personal, 
symbolic and practical outcomes for individuals of mixed descent.  At the macro 
level, racial formation theory has illustrated how classificatory systems have 
normalized and ingrained concepts of race and ethnicity in either society, and 
how mixedness does not fit easily into such racialized frameworks (see LeFlore-
Muñoz 2010).  At the micro level, racial classification in Singapore has meant that 
individuals frequently portray themselves in racialized terms, or deliberately break 
out of the racial framework altogether.  In New Zealand, the broader spectrum 
of options for identification allows individuals to identify more flexibly, but still 
falls short of the fluidity desired by some participants. 
 Placing this within a wider global context, there is a definite trend of 
moving to acknowledge “mixed race” within national categorizations of race, “as 
a positive attribute of the multicultural nation” (Thompson 2011:13), seen for 
example in the American and British census changes.  Singapore’s symbolic 
acknowledgment of racial hyphenation is in line with these shifts.   On the 
surface, they appear to make space within racial categories, but as has been 
shown, they often serve to re-create and reinforce the existing racialized 
structures, without ever really challenging their underlying assumptions.  This 
highlights the power of symbolic acknowledgement as a way to claim a place 
within society, yet also the strength of existing classification structures and 
historical trajectories, which allow for a nominal, rather than a practical change 
(Song 2012; Walker 2011). 
 Classifying and organizing “mixed race” within existing frameworks is 
then not an easy task.  As shown by the New Zealand experiences, a high degree 
of choice and fluidity may still not be enough to capture how individuals identify 
themselves or the changing nature of identities.  Both Singapore and New 
Zealand illustrate the complexity in trying to separate concepts of race, ethnicity, 
phenotype, ancestry, culture and nationality into measurable variables: concepts 
which are not easily separable theoretically or in everyday life.  Free-text 
ethnic/racial identifications would allow for increased fluidity in measurement, 
and was an option suggested by a number of survey participants in both contexts.  
This would allow for greater personal self-expression and multiplicity, but would 
largely negate the organizational system of race and the use to which these census 
statistics are put (see Prewitt 2010, in Aspinall 2012). 
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 However, as the number of individuals who identify with multiple ethnic 
and racial groups grows in multicultural societies, the current frameworks will be 
increasingly strained and detached (Song 2012:4).  New Zealand allows 
individuals to select as many ethnic groups as they desire, providing options for 
further generations of mixed descent, while Singapore has limited the 
hyphenation to two, meaning that individuals must select two of their 
“component” races with which to officially identify.  While suggesting policy 
solutions to this dilemma is beyond the scope of this research, this project has 
aimed to shed light on the histories and outcomes of some of the current forms 
of categorization.  “Mixed race” encompasses a diversity of experiences and 
ancestries, and individuals live out mixedness by combining public and private 
identities in novel and unexpected ways.  This comparison of two under-studied 
countries extends the breadth of the growing literature on “mixed race”, while 
the exploration of micro narratives of racial formation adds to the depth: 
reinforcing that individual understandings of mixedness are shaped by a wide 
variety of factors, and experienced in a multitude of different ways. 
 
Assessment of methodology 
 As with any research, this project had both strengths and weaknesses.  
From a theoretical point of view, racial formation theory provided a framework 
which deliberately focused on the centrality of race and racial identity at macro 
and micro levels.  It also connected these levels, illustrating how individual racial 
projects were shaped by and themselves shaped wider national processes of racial 
formation.  This lens with which “mixed race” was analyzed allowed me to 
explore and compare conceptions of race, yet also may have focused on race at 
the expense of other, equally important, aspects of identity, such as gender, class, 
ancestry and sexuality.  Re-orienting the study to focus more directly on any of 
these would no doubt yield interesting results, but would be beyond the scope of 
this research as it is currently conceived.  Furthermore, applying a framework 
primarily developed in the American context of critical race theory demonstrated 
its applicability across other national contexts, but also potentially missed key 
aspects of Singaporean and New Zealand society and history.  Transposing such 
concepts could potentially be inappropriate for this reason, but could also 
strengthen the applicability if done with sensitivity to both the original context of 
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development and the particularities of the new context of application (Warren 
and Sue 2011:33).  I have attempted to combat this weakness through both a 
detailed analysis of history and by listening closely to participants in either 
context.  
 Adding the analytical layer of narrative served to make the research much 
richer, more grounded, and more appropriate to intimate discussions of identity.  
My treatment of the initial data gathered by the survey reflected my theoretical 
view of “mixed race” and identity: as socially constructed and continually 
changing, leaving the survey as a guideline to key issues, rather than a generalized 
measure of identity (see Campbell and Troyer 2011).  As such, narratives of 
identity were my primary focus.  I approached narratives of racial formation at 
both macro and micro levels: seeing both broad historical narratives and 
personal, everyday narratives as equally relevant.  The qualitative data resulting 
from the narrative interviews made up the most important part of the research, 
and like previous researchers, I strove to keep these narratives coherent and 
central to the thesis, without oversimplifying experiences for the sake of analysis 
(as in Ifekwunigwe 2001; Tyler 2005).  In this way, I endeavoured to take 
narrative seriously, using narrative analysis in “the study of general social 
phenomena through a focus on their embodiment in specific life stories” (Chase 
1995:2).  Analysis of narratives was not intended to show direct causal relations 
or concrete, generalizable patterns, but rather the variety of lived experiences of 
mixedness, and how these could be narrated differently against different narrative 
backgrounds. 
 Inevitably, such a methodology has its limitations.  With a small sample 
of 20 participants in either context, the research presents only the experiences of 
these individuals, without suggesting that these are part of a more general 
narrative of all manifestations of mixed identity in New Zealand and Singapore.  
The current group was relatively young, and the research would certainly have 
been different with older participants, or participants across a different 
socioeconomic range.  In addition, this thesis presents my narrative of narratives, 
and has been influenced by the way in which I chose to tell the story of my 
research: which stories I saw as important, and which I decided to leave out.  I 
aimed for the presentation of these 40 stories to illustrate both the complexity 
and variability of identity, and the different ways in which macro and micro 
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narratives can interact and change.  A focus on narratives of racial formation 
allowed for the juxtaposition of different types of narrative, and served as a tool 
to highlight, rather than downplay, inconsistencies in or unexpected attitudes to 
mixedness or racial classification. 
In this research, narratives were seen as reflections of experience and 
personality, as fixed representations of amorphous concepts such as culture and 
identity.  Such stories may be revealing, and while narratives matter, it is the 
individuals telling the stories who are important.  As such, I strove to see past the 
text, and the narrative characterizations, to the individual lives and the wider 
context in which these were played out (Burroughs and Spickard 2000:248-249).  
Overall, I feel that a narrative focus proved valuable to the research, within such 
limitations.  Narratives are constructed within wider contexts, they highlight both 
the social and interactional nature of identity, and the power relations inherent in 
individual stories:  “Identities are the names we give to the different ways we are 
positioned by, and position ourselves in, the narratives of the past” (Hall 1990, 
cited in Burroughs and Spickard 2000:251). 
The final project was also unavoidably limited by my own identity and 
positioning in the research process.  Although I strove to be open and reflexive 
as I developed and carried out the research, my own biases would have 
influenced both the power relations within interviews, and the stories which 
participants decided to share with me.  My feelings of identification with many 
participants potentially had a positive impact on the intimacy of stories which 
were told, but also made it hard to distance myself from more negative 
experiences.  It meant I often started out by seeing stories as solely personal, 
rather than as situated and connected to wider national narratives.  As a result, I 
had to strive to find a balance between focusing on the personal and the political, 
without taking myself out of the research entirely, and avoiding abstracted, 
impersonal thematic analysis.   
Being conscious of my own positioning also had some unexpected 
results, particularly as I conducted interviews in New Zealand, the country where 
I grew up.  I found that several participants turned my questions around to me, 
making me think much more deeply about my own experiences of mixedness, 
and what they meant in wider context.  Having lived outside of the country for 
over a decade, I was asked “where are you from?” almost every day, putting me 
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in the shoes of participants who experienced such questions on a regular basis.  
Such an experience was surreal and somewhat dislocating, as I had to re-assert 
and justify my heritage and my passport, and even ask myself: where do I belong?  
Overall, while my biases and history impacted the research process and 
outcomes, such influence was not inherently negative.  Had I taken a less 
personal approach, or had a different personal history, the research would have 
been different, not necessarily better or worse. 
Bringing all these theoretical and methodological aspects together, a key 
challenge of the research was to make sense of narratives of racial formation at 
macro and micro levels, across the past and the present, intertwining private and 
public conceptions and meanings of identity.  Through a focus on narratives, this 
thesis combined these aspects to present a narrative of stories.  It looked both 
forward and backward at national and personal levels to provide a sense of 
temporality, re-storying key themes to tell a broader story against a wider 
background.  I sought to reflexively include myself in the research process, 
looking inward to the personal reasons for the research, and then again outward 
to the possible wider social significance.  By acknowledging the inherent 
limitations of the project, and providing a clear and transparent explanation of 
the research process, I hope that these methods have proved trustworthy 
(Riessman 2008:189), leading to grounded and reasoned conclusions. 
 
Looking forward 
 This study has contributed to both the literature on race and to the 
growing body of work specifically addressing “mixed race”.  There is much 
potential for future research, building on this work and on the work of others.  
Most broadly, while the theoretical deconstruction of race has been powerful and 
pervasive in academic circles, the everyday power of racial identity has meant that 
popular understandings of race remain shaped by discourses of colour, biology 
and blood.  This is especially evident in the continued emphasis on racial and 
ethnic classification, where these categories have come from, and how they are 
understood by the state, the individual, and minority and majority groups in 
society.  Future research will need to address these increasing disconnects, 
particularly as the connections between race and ancestry are being emphasized 
by projects of affirmative action in many countries, or even business ventures 
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which purportedly link DNA to racial ancestry: finding out where you’re really 
from (Omi 2010).   
 There is equally much work to be done on “new” identities, as diversity 
within and between populations increases.  Again, connecting theory to reality, 
conceptions of “new ethnicities” and hybridities, and the relationship between 
race, ethnicity, culture and national identity could all be explored in greater depth.  
It is particularly important to see the temporal aspects of such complex identities.  
They are not merely connected to past ancestral affiliations and present 
experiences of belonging, but also to future cultural formations, frequently 
encompassing multiple cultural and national allegiances and crossing multiple 
borders practically and symbolically (Ang 2011; Parker and Song 2009:584). 
 Most specifically, there are many aspects of “mixed race” and mixedness 
that are still to be explored in a coherent manner.  Further cross-country 
comparisons could illuminate more clearly the relationships between 
classification and identity options for mixedness, as well as how such 
classification is or is not reflected in everyday life experiences.  Expanding 
definitions of mixedness to look at mixed cultural identity would be an 
interesting step, stepping further away from race as biology, and looking more 
directly at how individuals live their lives.  Experiences of racism, discrimination 
and family relationships could equally provide fruitful topics for research, while 
studies of generational change would highlight how “being mixed” becomes 
more or less important as the diversity of mixing increases (see Song 2012).  A 
continued focus on mixedness suggests the possibility of seeing the world 
otherwise: “…as well as the many points of similarity, there are also critical 
points of deep and significant difference which constitute ‘what we really are’; or 
rather – since history has intervened – ‘what we have become’.” (Hall 1990:225).  
While “mixed race” currently provides a novel and unusual set of experiences to 
investigate, it is equally important to see the commonalities and differences 




This research project sought to explore the complexities of personal 
stories around “mixed race” within macro narratives, and the interplay between 
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structure and agency.  Stories of mixedness in New Zealand and Singapore were 
illuminated through narratives of racial formation, tracing threads of belonging 
across macro, meso and micro levels.  Recognizing the continued everyday 
salience of racial categories and identifications, the research illustrated how 
individual projects and narratives of “mixed race” both challenged and reinforced 
existing racializing discourse, while also describing being in-between as a form of 
belonging. Or, as expressed by Coombes and Brah: “the unexpected and 
contingent results of lived experience and the fact that we are not inevitably 
contained by that which seeks to produce us as bounded subjects” (2000:14).   
Singapore and New Zealand provided key examples of how mixed 
identities are narrated within different structural contexts, and the consequences 
for the (dis)continuities between state and individual narratives of race.  
Individual stories, juxtaposed against national narratives illustrated the power of 
history and the strength of established racialized structures, as well as the 
flexibility and fluidity of personal stories and identity negotiations.  Narratives of 
mixed Chinese/European identities illustrated experiences of both dislocation 
and belonging, as mixedness developed at the intersection of internal and 
external perceptions of identity.  Personal stories were told against backgrounds 
of fluidity and racialization, reflected in narratives that embraced ambiguity while 
still referring to racialized categories. 
All participants drew on a variety of experiences, stories and traits when 
describing what being mixed meant to them, illustrating the inherent 
intersectionality of identity.  Aspects of race, ethnicity, ancestry, nationality, 
gender, occupation, education and history emerged in personal stories, 
reinforcing the complex, fluid, and often situational nature of any identity.  
Historical context proved important, and dissonances between public narratives 
and private mixedness had powerful impacts on personal identities, expressed in 
narratives of reinforcement, subversion, accommodation and transcendence.  
External impositions and expectations of identity were key in both contexts; 
shaping, but not necessarily determining, the identity options available to 
individuals of mixed descent.  Expressions of mixedness were complicated and 
potentially unthinking, bringing together different personal and social narratives 
to fashion a unique sense of belonging based on multiple experiences and 
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cultures.  In living a mixed identity, participants sought, and sometimes found, a 
form of personal flexibility within a less flexible framework. 
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Appendix 5: Phases of Dissemination 
 
Dates Singapore New Zealand 
Emails sent to 22 personal 
contacts and 
academic/professional colleagues 
for forwarding;  
Emails sent to contacts at NUS, 
SMU and NTU for dissemination;  




Emails sent to 20 personal contacts 
and academic/professional colleagues 
for forwarding;  
Relevant online groups contacted 
(New Zealand Eurasian Invasian). 
Phase 1 (10-16 Jan) 
International forums and websites contacted for wider publicity: 
mixedasians.com, reavolution.proboards.com, 
eurasiannation.proboards.com, racialicious.com, mix-d.org. 
Phase 2 (17-24 Jan) Emails and posters sent to 
community groups for 
dissemination: the American Club, 
American Women’s Association, 
the American Association, the 
Australia-New Zealand 
Association, the Alliance 
Française, the Goethe Institute, 
Shoshin Aikido Club, the Eurasian 
Association;  
Emails sent to journalists at The 
Straits Times for publicity;  
Posters displayed at academic 
institutions (2 at SMU, 15 at NUS, 
1 at NTU, 1 at Ngee Ann 
Polytech). 
Emails and posters sent to 
community groups for dissemination: 
The New Zealand Chinese 
Association, the New Zealand China 
Friendship Society (both the 
headquarters and 8 regional 
branches), the Auckland Chinese 
Community Centre, the Asia New 
Zealand Foundation; the New 
Zealand Asian Studies Society.  
Emails sent to journalists at the New 
Zealand Herald and TVNZ for 
publicity. 
Phase 3 (Jan - Feb) Classified advertisements placed in 
local newspapers: The Straits 
Times. 
Classified advertisements placed in 
local newspapers: The Otago Daily 
Times, the New Zealand Herald.  
Short articles run in local newspapers: 
The Otago Daily Times, the North 
Shore Times, the Aucklander. 
Phase 4 (Feb - Mar) Advertisements run in local 
newsletters (the Eurasian 
Association). 
Emails and posters sent to academic 
institutions, students’ unions and 
government departments for 
dissemination43: Auckland University, 
Auckland University of Technology, 
Canterbury University, Victoria 
University, Waikato University, 
Massey University, Otago University; 
The Office of Ethnic Affairs.  
Advertisements run in local 
newsletters (The NZCA, the Migrant 
News, the New Zealand Asian 
Studies Society) 
Follow up (Jan - 
Apr) 
Instances of non-response 
followed up by email and 
telephone one week after first 
contact 
Instances of non-response followed 
up by email and telephone one week 
after first contact 
 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43 This date is significantly later than the Singapore case, as the New Zealand academic term 
commenced on the 22nd February 2011. 
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Appendix 6: Interview Guide 
 
Welcome, thanks and overview/introduction 
 
Questions 
1) Tell me about yourself. 
Tell me about your family. 
Draw a family tree, show photos 
How did your parents meet? 
Tell me about your grandparents and extended family. 
 
2) What was it like growing up in your family? 
How do you see yourself within your family? 
Were/are you close to your parents?  
Do you have siblings?  Do you think your experiences were very different? 
What are your favourite memories of growing up? 
 
3) Where did you grow up?  What was that like for you?  
Where did you go to school?  What was school like for you? 
What kinds of things were important to you as a child? 
What did you like to do? 
 
4) Tell me about your friends. 
What kind of groups were you involved with – school, sport, hobbies, religious? 
When did you first become aware that not everyone has parents from different backgrounds? 
What kind of groups are you involved in now?  Hobbies, sports, educational, online? 
 
5) How would you describe who you are today? 
What is important to you now? 
How do you think your background has influenced you? 
Has the way you felt about yourself and your background change over time?  What influenced this? 
 
6) How do you think you fit in, in Singapore/New Zealand  
What does it mean to belong somewhere? 
Where do you feel you belong? (family, friends, community, city, country) 
 
7) What does the idea of race/ethnicity mean to you? 
Do you think labels are important? 
What does race mean to you?  Ethnicity? Heritage? 
How do you describe yourself in terms of race/ethnicity/heritage? 
Do you think you describe yourself differently to how other people describe you? 
 
Conclusion and thanks 
Token of appreciation 
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Appendix 7: Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form 
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Appendix 8: Transcription Confidentiality Agreement 
 
 	  
